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Abstract: How do state and local newspapers cover campus-based sexual assaults, and are 
these accounts biased? In this paper, I present a qualitative discourse analysis of state and 
local newspaper coverage of Minnesota-based campus sexual assaults between 2000 and 
2012. Drawing on existing literature of the history of rape in law, as well as psychology, 
public opinion, and media coverage of crime, I analyze a set of reports of sexual assault 
on college campuses.  Three common narratives, supported by stereotypes and rape 
myths, are found to garner media coverage: athlete rape, stranger rape, and fraternity 
rape.  Coverage of each “type” of rape is subsequently analyzed for the presence of bias 
against rape victims, with statements to confirm the presence of such bias located in 
every case.  Journalists covering these crimes tend to deflect blame from alleged 
perpetrators by presenting these students as athletic student heroes, dangerous and 
atypical strangers, and party boys unaccountable for their actions.  Reporting of these 
crimes draws on misguided and victim-blaming language to assign responsibility to rape 
victims, often suggesting that rape prevention lies in locking one’s door and refraining 
from the consumption of alcohol.  The paper concludes with a set of policy implications 
of this type of biased reporting and offers recommendations for how these biases may be 
corrected in the future.   
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I. Introduction 

 When one of my closest friends in college was raped by two of our school’s 

popular football stars, the cell phone video they had taken of the assault – unknown to my 

friend, who was highly intoxicated at the time of the attack – was passed around campus 

within an hour.  I heard about it from a fellow student who had seen the video – it had 

been passed around a fraternity party on campus.  The next day, when she and I sat with 

our group of friends in the cafeteria for lunch, I looked over at the table behind us and 

saw them there – the rapists, miming an old-fashioned wind-up video camera to their 

friends, laughing.  It was startling how sure I was, that in that moment, that they were 

performing a routine – what they had done the night before was funny, to them.  It was a 

triumph. 

 A student anonymously reported the incident to the dean of students, who 

contacted my friend for a meeting and gave her options: she could officially press charges 

with the school, or she could get law enforcement involved. (We didn’t know then how 

rare this unbiased presentation of a rape victim’s options really was.) My friend opted not 

to press charges with either the school or the state – she was afraid to have her parents 

find out, afraid that somehow it might have been her fault – and in the end, the student 

rapists were sent a sternly worded letter with an order to stay away from my friend.  The 

dean said that the school couldn’t punish the students without my friend’s permission.  A 

year later, she and I were shopping when she got a phone call.  A detective, who had 

gotten the contact information she had left with the school, wanted to let my friend know 

that the two men – no longer students – had been arrested, for committing another gang-

rape very similar to her own.   
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*** 

 Regardless of its existence as a form of ordinary (in terms of illegality and 

frequency of perpetration) crime, sexual violence often operates in its own sphere in both 

public opinion and media coverage.  Studies show that, more so than for any other 

criminal act, reporting of rape acts as a form of social control for its victims, in many 

cases going to great lengths to discredit and even blame victims for their rapes.1  Though 

predominant theories on crime coverage suggest that the news typically works to paint 

the criminals themselves as “deviants,” news covering violence against women has the 

opposite effect, typically portraying the victims as the deviants who have in some manner 

breached socially mandated gender roles and behaviors.2  This frame of depiction 

perpetuates a system in which women are urged to stay within boundaries of “acceptable 

behavior” and to stay at once fearful of and submissive to men.3

 Though cases that do attract media coverage often attract coverage that is 

widespread and sensationalistic in nature, approximately 60% of sexual assaults per year 

(a figure calculated by the Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network by averaging 

unreported rapes between the years of 1995 and 2000) go unreported to police, much less 

covered in the news.

  In other words, women 

should fear men, but also recognize that they cannot be safe without them. 

4

                                                        
1 Meyers, Marian. News Coverage of Violence Against Women: Engendering Blame. SAGE Publications. 1997.  

  This percentage jumps dramatically in the context of college 

campuses: a 2010 study by the Center for Public Integrity found that 95% of campus 

2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 RAINN Statistics. http://www.rainn.org/statistics 
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sexual assaults went unreported – to both their campus administrations and law 

enforcement officials.5

 Given the widespread nature of campus rape – women there being four times as 

likely to be raped than women in any other age group

    

6

First, however, it is important to consider the existing relevant literature to provide a 

contextual background for this study.  Before going on to analyze the particular 

relationship between the media and rape, this literature review aims to contextualize the 

unique position of rape in United States criminal history and to consider the ways in 

which news coverage of criminal activity influences public consciousness and, therefore, 

public policy.    

 – and its paradoxical absence from 

the criminal justice system, the messages delivered by what infrequent news coverage 

there is are all the more instructive.  I examine these messages in a qualitative discourse 

analysis of the data, informed by the research question: How are campus-based sexual 

assaults covered by state and local newspapers, and are these accounts biased? 

 This study is a qualitative discourse analysis of 36 state or local Minnesotan 

newspaper articles written between the years 2000 and 2012 on the topic of campus rape.  

This technique allows for a contextual understanding of the problematic ways in which 

sexual assault is portrayed by the media, and reveals an acute bias against the victims of 

these attacks.  The victim-blaming nature of this biased coverage has the disastrous 

potential to further silence victims and underestimate the severity of campus sexual 

assault.  By making this information available, I aim to provide schools and policymakers 

                                                        
5 “Sexual Assault on Campus: Key Findings.” February 24, 2010. The Center For Public Integrity. 
http://www.publicintegrity.org/investigations/campus_assault/ 
6 Burnett, Amy.; Mattern, Jody L.; Herakova, Liliana L.; Kahl Jr., David H.; Tobola, Cloy; Borsen, Susan E. (2009). 
“Communicating/Muting Date Rape: A Co-Cultural Theoretical Analysis of Communication Factors Related to Rape 
Culture on a College Campus.” Journal of Applied Communication Research, 37 (4), 465-485. 
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with the knowledge they need to better assist victims and prevent these crimes from 

taking place.  

II. Rape in Law and Psychology: A Brief History 

 Before beginning a discussion of sexual assault as treated and understood by law 

and psychologists in the United States, it is important to note that, though public 

understandings of what is meant by “rape” or “sexual assault” may vary, this study 

defines both terms using the definition provided by writer Joanna Bourke: 

 Sexual abuse is any act called such by a participant or third party…[to define 
 sexual assault] a person has to identify a particular act as sexual, however the 
 term ‘sexual’ is defined. Second, that person must also claim that the act is non-
 consensual, unwanted or coerced, however they may wish to define those  terms.7

 
   

 Legal and societal practices regarding the way in which sexual assault has been 

addressed and perceived in American history have lasting impacts on the ways in which 

popular opinion conceives of the crime today. This section aims to enumerate several 

relevant practices such that the news coverage trends and rape myths presented later on 

might be better understood from a historical perspective.  

 One such legal practice is the concept of mens rea, or “guilty mind.”  This 

concept provides defense for accused persons by stating that they must intend to act 

against the law – or, at least, to be reckless with regard to the law – in order to be found 

guilty.8

                                                        
7 Bourke, Joanna. Rape: Sex Violence History. 2007. 

 When applied to rape cases, this practice traditionally placed an additional barrier 

to conviction on victims and jurists alike by insisting that an accused perpetrator must 

have not only committed an act of sexual assault but have also believed that his victim 

8 Ibid. 
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did not consent to said act.9  The concept of mens rea therefore placed the rapist’s word 

above the victim’s sense of her/his experience.10

 In some cases, juries were explicitly told to doubt victims’ accounts of rape, by 

courts’ inclusion of the “cautionary instruction” until the 1980s.  Under this principle 

(introduced into law by Lord Chief Justice Matthew Hale in the U.K. in the seventeenth 

century, and adopted by United States law in the nineteenth century), trial judges were 

instructed to inform the jury that rape charges are “easily made and…difficult to defend 

against,” and that the “law requires that you examine the testimony of the female person 

named in the information with caution.”

 That rapists could carry out a rape but 

escape punishment by claiming to have believed they did nothing wrong, or that the 

victim in question did in fact consent, set a precedent for the diminishment of the severity 

of rape as a crime.  The concept of mens rea as applied to rape cases implicitly 

questioned victims’ own accounts of their experiences while allowing accused rapists to 

define their actions in terms that contradict the violent and criminal nature of rape. 

11  Juries frequently interpreted these directions 

to mean that they should be particularly and unusually critical of victim testimony, 

establishing an informal legal precedent that would reverberate throughout society long 

after the “cautionary instruction” was dispensed with: the idea that a stringent evaluation 

of a female victim’s “character” was not only appropriate but highly relevant in rape 

trials.12

                                                        
9 Ibid. 

  The cautionary instruction thus served to treat female rape victims as guilty – of 

fabricating their sexual assaults – until proven innocent.  Indeed, the idea that the vast 

10 Ibid. 
11 Bourke, Joanna. 2007. 
12 Ibid. 
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majority of rape accusations are false is a prominent one, born of this era but lasting to 

this day. 

 Though all available evidence suggests that the percentage of rape accusations 

that can fairly be labeled “false” falls below 3%, much of the public believes that the 

number is far greater.13  For instance, starting in the 1970s, police officers frequently 

reported that one in five women who report rape do so falsely.14  Some of this 

discrepancy can likely be attributed to the ignorance surrounding the label of certain rape 

accusations as “unfounded” – a term that includes false accusations, but also accusations 

witnessed by a third party, accusations that lacked sufficient evidence for trial, 

accusations that happened “too long ago,” and accusations “marred” by less than ideal 

victim characteristics (i.e. the victim is promiscuous and/or Black).15 Still, the established 

legal precedents discussed previously provide additional clarity to the perceived 

prominence of false accusations – either women lie about rape because they do not know 

that the men in question were not “intending” to rape them, or they lie because it is easy 

to do and they have something to gain from doing so.  In other cases, women were (and 

are) said to have reported rape falsely because they wanted to be raped and feel bad about 

it afterwards.16

   Psychological studies of the mid-twentieth century contributed to the victim-

centered nature of sex crime analysis by contending that not only did rape victims fail to 

understand that what had happened to them was not wrong, but that they had participated 

in making their own assaults happen.  Psychologist Hans von Hentig, a founding scholar 

 

                                                        
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
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in the then-new field of victimology, argued in 1948 that certain women were “born” 

rape victims, bent on self-destruction and the temptation of potential attackers.17 Von 

Hentig and other prominent psychiatrists and psychologists thus dubbed rape a “victim-

precipitated” crime – meaning that rape originated within female victims rather than 

rapists themselves.18  Scientists aligned with this theory argued that many sexual assaults, 

in particular those in which the rapist and the victim knew one another, were brought 

about by flirtatious and tempting behavior by women complicit in their eventual rapes.19  

Criminologists applied “victim-precipitation” theory to other crimes as well, but only in 

the case of rape did the theory take so strong a hold, shifting blame almost totally from 

the offender to the offended.20

  Even if some women and girls could not fairly be said to have “precipitated” 

their rapes knowingly, legal practices allowed for the idea that a female’s promiscuity 

(perceived or real) did, in effect, make her rape possible.  The “promiscuity defense,” 

long accepted in the American court system, viewed only the rape of a virgin as a 

legitimate case, charging that non-virgins were “spoiled” and could therefore be harmed 

no further by sex, wanted or not.

 Similarly to the previously mentioned legal practices, the 

theory of rape as “victim-precipitated” crime serves to delegitimize victim testimony, but 

goes a step further to insist that female rape victims enjoy – and look for – sexual assault. 

21

                                                        
17 Ibid. 

  Thus the establishment of statutory rape legislation 

served as a protection of virgins, the true and deserving recipients of the “victim” label.  

18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
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If a girl or woman was not a virgin, she had therefore made a choice to be sexually 

available and, as a result, could not “really” be raped.22

 These legal practices and “scientific” understandings of what makes a rape victim 

formed, over many years, a solid foundation of cynicism and distrust on top of which the 

cultural phenomenon of rape – as thought and talked about in America – was built.  

Having provided a historical analysis of the ways in which people have been publicly 

instructed to conceive of rape, I will now go on to examine the correlative ways in which 

journalists publicly write about it.  First, however, it is important to provide an 

introduction to news coverage of criminal activity in general, that the peculiarities of rape 

coverage might be better understood. 

 

III. Media Coverage of Crime 

  In his study of news coverage of crime reporting, Vincent F. Sacco noted that 

media contextualization of crime helps the public determine which conditions they 

should see as urgent problems.23

 Typically, Sacco notes, stories about individual crimes are attractive news bait for 

journalists, providing familiar and dramatic narratives about villains and victims in easy-

to-understand series of events.

  As such, one can infer that the media plays an 

inestimable role in setting policy agendas: by regularly covering particular types of crime 

(or failing to do so), journalists can influence the public’s perception of how “real” that 

problem is.   

24

                                                        
22 Ibid. 

  Crimes that have, at various points in history, been 

considered “private troubles” are brought into the public arena for shaping, and allow the 

23 Sacco, Vincent F. “Media Constructions of Crime.” Annals of the American Academy of Political Science, 39. Pg 
141-154. May 1995.  
24 Ibid. 
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public to assign personal responsibility for the crimes’ solutions to the court system in a 

way that many readers find appealing.25  However, the individualized nature of crime 

reporting can have the effect of limiting contextual understanding of crimes as, in some 

cases, systematic.26  In particular, the “criminals as deviants” theory espoused by popular 

news media fails to reflect the social distributional character of victimization, favoring a 

“one lunatic gone wrong” narrative that belies the structural factors at play in many 

criminal activities.27  As a result, crimes involving violence against women are depicted 

as random, dramatic incidents rather than belonging to a systemic subjugation of a 

population (women and girls) by an entire society.28  This, of course, is the problem when 

violence against women is covered at all – much of the time, the stigma associated with 

rape and an “institutional unwillingness to believe the accounts of victims” contribute to 

statistics that underestimate the problem and a news media that correspondingly ignores 

it.29

 Indeed, long-standing myths about rape have differentiated it from other crimes, 

such that special court protections have been allowed in rape cases to protect the accused 

from juries and judges who were presumed to be unsympathetic in the face of such a 

heinous act.

   

30

                                                        
25 Ibid. 

  Ironically, the understanding of rape as especially “heinous” therefore 

contributed to the practice of making “character” evidence – in which the victims’ 

26 Meyers, Marian. 
27 Sacco, Vincent F.  
28 Meyers, Marian. 
29 Sacco, Vincent F. (Pg 148) 
30 Cuklanz, Lisa M. Rape on Trial: How the Mass Media Construct Legal Reform and Social Change. University of 
Pennsylvania Press. 1996. 
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personal history and personality traits were scrutinized – relevant to news coverage and 

rape trials, especially before the era of reform in the 1970s.31

 Because of the extensive nature of violence against women, diligent and 

responsible media coverage of these crimes could contribute to dramatic changes in 

policymaking and public perceptions of rape.  Media-determined frames – or tools of 

interpretation and analysis – suggest different causes and possible solutions for social 

problems, depending on how they are constructed.

   

32

a. Covering Rape 

 In the next section of this literature 

review, several studies are examined for dominant themes and narratives in the news 

media’s portrayal of violence against women, so that these frames might be better 

understood. 

 Traditionally, violence against women has not been viewed as a major social 

problem, a belief that has resulted in a dearth of media coverage.33  Because the media 

covers so few rape cases, it is worthwhile to examine the cases that do gain coverage for 

common features.  National media tend to cover only a few stereotypical rapes of the 

hundreds of thousands occurring every year,34 and particularly highlight rapes made up 

of one or more sensationalistic attributes: interracial victimization (particularly when the 

accused rapist is black and his victim white), stranger rape, gang rape, or other 

characteristics that are actually quite rare in the context of sex crimes.35

                                                        
31 Ibid. 

  For example, in 

the past five years, some of the few sexual assaults to gain major media traction involved 

32 Ibid. 
33 Carll, Elizabeth K. “News Portrayals of Violence and Women: Implications for Public Policy.” American Behavioral 
Scientist, Vol. 46. 2003.  
34 RAINN. 
35 Caringella-MacDonald, Susan. “The Relative Visibility of Rape Cases in National Popular Magazines.” Violence 
Against Women, Vol. 4 (1). 1998.   
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an eighteen-person gang rape of a child in Texas,36 the Duke lacrosse case in which a 

black woman accused three white men of gang rape (and later recanted),37 and the rape 

charges brought against professional football player Ben Roethlisberger (eventually 

dropped).38

 Media outlets tend to view individual cases featuring particularly grotesque or 

violent circumstances to be more “palatable” to consumers, as they suggest “a few sick 

men” rather than an everyday epidemic of violence against women.

 

39  Media consumers 

find these stories fascinating and compelling, so much so that stories about serial rapists 

tend to focus more on the rapists’ personal histories than on the injuries done to the 

victims.40  This type of media coverage serves to titillate and frighten readers and viewers 

while excusing them of the need to consider societal implications, because the events are 

singled out as one-time random acts of aggression committed by abnormal people.  In 

depicting rapists as “monsters” and rapes as unlikely horror stories, the role of the female 

victims becomes, in fact, peripheral: they were simply in the wrong place at the wrong 

time, subjected to the whims of a maniac rather than a system that persistently 

discriminates against them.  Victims are either blamed for their rapes or removed from 

consideration almost entirely, and society at large is therefore excused: rapes are merely 

isolated incidents related to sociopathology.41

 As touched on earlier, media coverage tends to abandon power structures and 

political processes in favor of the most personal and dramatic aspects of any given crime 

  

                                                        
36 McKinley Jr., James C. “Vicious Assault Shakes Texas Town.” 3/8/2011. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/09/us/09assault.html 
37 Bernstein, Viv and Draoe, Joe.  “Rape Allegation Against Athletes Is Roiling Duke.” 3/29/2006. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/03/29/sports/29duke.html?ref=dukelacrossesexualassaultcase 
38 Battista, Judy. “Roethlisberger Isn’t Charged, but the N.F.L. Could Act.” 4/12/2010. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/13/sports/football/13roethlisberger.html 
39 Ibid. 
40 Meyers, Marian. 
41 Ibid. 
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report.  To accompany these stories, many journalists emphasize verbatim testimony, 

which can lend an air of shock and color while perhaps drawing too much attention to 

details extraneous to the crime itself.42  Susan Hanley Kosse (2006) suggests that by 

including past, unrelated events in their narratives surrounding violence against women 

(while neglecting to discuss repercussions these women face after the fact), media 

increase the likelihood that the public will convert “associational factors into causal 

factors,” or assume that personal details must be included because they are relevant to the 

crime.43

b. Blaming the Victim 

  In particular, media coverage of rape tends to emphasize the victim’s actions 

and behaviors leading up to the crime in ways that coverage of other crimes does not.  

These journalistic practices have been found to play no small part in a persistent myth 

about rape: that its victims are somehow to blame for what happens to them.  The societal 

myths that perpetuate this notion and allow for its maintenance in news coverage are 

covered in the next section. 

 Sociologist and reporter Marian Meyers noted that if a female victim cannot be 

found to be totally “innocent” by virtue of being very young or very old (and sometimes 

not even then), she will very likely be represented in the media as having been in some 

way responsible for her rape because she was “on drugs, drunk, not properly cautious, 

engaged in questionable activities, or involved in work or exhibiting behavior outside the 

traditional role of women.”44

                                                        
42 Cuklanz, Lisa M.  

  These conditions are just some of the many that contribute 

43 Kosse, Susan Hanley. “Race, Riches & Reporters: Do Race and Class Impact Media Rape Narratives? An Analysis 
of the Duke Lacrosse Case.” SIU Law Journal, Vol. 31. 2006. 
44 Meyers, Marian. Pg 61-62. 
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to public and media victim blaming.  Writer Helen Benedict’s eight factors that lead to 

victim blaming news coverage are widely cited in the literature:   

 1) If the victim knows the assailant, 2) if no weapon is used, 3) if she is the 
 same race as the assailant, 4) if she is of the same class as the assailant, 5) if 
 she is of the same ethnic group as the assailant, 6) if she is young, 7) if she is 
 “pretty,” 8) if she in any way deviated from the traditional female sex role of 
 being at home with family or children.45

 
 

 In addition to allowing society to excuse itself from responsibility for crimes of 

violence against women, victim blaming allows people to differentiate themselves from 

potential rape victims by identifying in others behaviors and actions that they would 

“never do.”46  This tactic is thus very similar to the depiction of rapists as “monsters” – in 

both cases, people who are typically very average are caricatured and critiqued to the 

point of non-recognition among the public and the press.  Additionally, victim blaming in 

the press serves as a kind of warning to other women: coverage that defines victims as 

having flauted appropriate behavior suggests that rape is a punishment for doing so.47

 1) Rape is really just sex, 2) the assailant is motivated by lust, the assailant is 
 perverted or crazy, 4) the assailant is usually black or lower class, 5) women 
 provoke/ask for rape, 6) women deserve rape, 7) only “loose” women are 
 victimized, 8) a sexual attack sullies the victim, 9) rape is a punishment for 
 past deeds, 10) women cry rape for revenge.

  

Victim blaming coverage typically echoes one or more of the following “rape myths,” 

again defined by Helen Benedict, that provide justification (however misguided) for the 

type of coverage that these cases typically receive:  

48

 
 

                                                        
45 Benedict, Helen. Virgin or Vamp: How the Press Covers Sex Crimes. Oxford University Press. 1992. (Pg 19.) 
46 Benedict, Helen. 
47 Meyers, Marian. 
48 Benedict, Helen. (Pg 15-17.) 
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 These beliefs (all of which are unsubstantiated and, more often, contradicted by 

evidence) persist in societal reactions to reports of rape and the press that covers them, 

which serve as a sort of feedback loop into a status quo public opinion.49

 Though progress has certainly been made in combating rape as a crime, 

particularly since rape trial reform efforts in the 1970s – in accepting “no means no” as a 

standard, in greatly limiting spousal exceptions to rape, and in restricting the admission 

of victims’ past sexual history as “evidence,” in particular

    

50 – I suspect that popular and 

local media have, in many ways, failed to keep up. I ask whether recent newspaper 

coverage of campus sexual assault across Minnesota – using those articles located by a 

comprehensive Lexis Nexis search of Minnesota-based newspapers, perpetuates the 

practice of holding victims largely responsible for their rapes. I address this question, 

evaluating whether or not news coverage of rape remains highly selective and poorly 

detailed, as Marian Meyers noted in 1997.51

IV. Campus Sexual Assault and Rape 

 Of particular interest to this study are sexual 

assaults taking place in the context of college campuses, for two reasons: 1) the distinct 

character of campus rape and the language used to describe it provides a unique 

perspective into media coverage, and 2) the even smaller number of existing studies on 

this focused topic.  The next section will discuss some prevalent characteristics of 

campus sexual assault before going on to examine news coverage of these incidents. 

 In recent years, campus rape has come to be understood as a unique phenomenon 

within the world of sexual violence studies, though literature on the topic is still relatively 

                                                        
49 Ibid.  
50 Futter, Stacy; Mebane Jr, Walter R. “The Effects of Rape Law Reform on Rape Case Processing.” Berkeley Women’s 
Law Journal, Vol. 16. 2001.  
51 Meyers, Marian. 1997 
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sparse.  This section aims to review what relevant literature there is before going on to 

explain why further research is needed. 

a. Statistics 

 Though the battle to educate the public on this fact is ongoing, the truth remains 

that the majority of rapes are carried out by someone known to the victim, and that 

reported cases of this form of sexual assault (known variably as “date rape” or 

“acquaintance rape”) have been on the rise since the mid-twentieth century.52  This form 

of sexual violence has grown particularly rampant in and around college communities, 

relying heavily, in many cases, on the prominent use of drugs and alcohol found there.53 

Female college students in the United States today are a particularly at-risk group for sex 

crimes: as previously stated, these women have four times as high a risk of sexual assault 

than women in any other age group.54 The Department of Justice recently stated that rape 

is the most common violent crime on college campuses today.55

 Though U.S. laws do not distinguish between rapes committed by strangers or by 

people known to the victims, the difference is important to note because acquaintance 

  In 2002, the Department 

of Justice even added the term “party rape” to its lexicon, suggesting the severity of this 

relatively new and growing form of sexual assault: the rape of women in an “an off-

campus house or an on- or off-campus fraternity” that is associated with “plying a woman 

with alcohol or targeting an intoxicated woman.”  Party rape can be considered a form of 

acquaintance rape, but, by definition, requires less familiarity between victim and 

offender.   

                                                        
52 Bourke, Joanna. 2007. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Burnett, Amy.; Mattern, Jody L.; Herakova, Liliana L.; Kahl Jr., David H.; Tobola, Cloy; Borsen, Susan E. (2009).  
55 Sampson, Rana. “Acquaintance Rape of College Students.” Community Oriented Policing Services, U.S. Department 
of Justice. August 2003. 
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rapes are typically prosecuted less frequently and punished less severely than stranger 

rapes.56  Being that so few campus rapes are ever reported to law enforcement in the first 

place (fewer than 5%),57

b. A Culture of Silence 

 this failure to recognize acquaintance rape as a crime of 

prominent occurrence and stark under-recognition represents a crisis in the United States 

higher education community. 

 The stark infrequency with which campus rapes are reported is likely to be 

attributable to a multitude of factors that hold true for rape reporting in general, but 

several institutional factors may make campus rape particularly difficult to report.  

Students are often reluctant to describe their experiences as genuine sex crimes, in part 

because they fear retaliation by their known perpetrators and/or because they fear 

retribution imposed by the university itself.58  A 2000 study by the Department of Justice 

found evidence to support these student fears, reporting that some college administrators 

worked to silence rape victims either by explicitly encouraging them to keep quiet or, in 

some cases, by threatening them with expulsion or other academic punishment.59 

Evidence also suggests that many colleges employ informal negotiations between assault 

victims and the accused offender(s), hosted by a school administrator, sometimes holding 

“mediation” between the victim and perpetrator in the same room at the same time.60

                                                        
56 Harris, Jessica and Grace, Sharon. “A question of evidence? Investigating and prosecuting rape in the 1990s.” Home 
Office Research Studies, 1999. 

  

Such an intimidating and hostile environment might unfairly influence victims to 

withhold information or to refrain from raising charges in the first place. 

57 Burnett, Amy et al. (2009). 
58 Fisher, Bonnie et al. “The Sexual Victimization of College Women.” National Institute of Justice. December 2000. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
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 Aside from institutional factors, there are cultural factors that make campus 

sexual assault a unique and worthy area for study and analysis as well: the college 

campus as fostering ground for male dominance and the presence (and abuse) of alcohol. 

c. Sexual Violence as Male Bonding 

 Colleges and universities are often very masculine institutions, whose emphasis 

on organized sports and Greek organizations contribute to male-driven socialization.61  

Both sports teams and fraternities alike serve to induct men into roles of powerful 

masculinity, a position that, in a patriarchal society, is often correlated with the 

subjugation of women.62  Male bonding may be viewed as inextricably linked to acts of 

dominance over women, in expressions from counting sexual encounters to the more 

violent end of the spectrum, gang rape.63  In her 1990 study, Peggy Reeves Sanday found 

that fraternity gang rape, then called “pulling train” in slang, constituted a popular and 

acceptable form of brotherhood bonding, in which men are encouraged to participate lest 

their manliness or heterosexuality be challenged.64

d. Alcohol and Sexual Assault 

  The specter of gang rape takes on a 

unique tone when depicted as a “bonding” activity in the confines of a setting familiar to 

the victim. 

 Another common feature of campus rape that provides for contentious news 

coverage is the presence of alcohol, and its close relationship with victim blaming by the 

victim’s peers and other members of the public.  Drunken women who are raped are 

frequently portrayed as having effectively “asked for it” by willingly engaging in 

                                                        
61 Sanday, Peggy Reeves. Fraternity Gang Rape: Sex, Brotherhood, and Privilege on Campus. New York University 
Press. 2007. (Originally published in 1990.) 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid.  
64 Ibid.  
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partying in the presence of their rapists.65

 Roughly 50% of U.S. college sexual assaults include the use of alcohol by the 

victim, the perpetrator, or both. 81% of sexual assaults where alcohol was present 

involved drinking by both the victim and the perpetrator.

  In other cases, intoxicated women are blamed 

for having not said “no” and for seeming to have “gone along” with sexual acts, despite 

being legally unable to consent.  The relationship between sex and alcohol draws a murky 

territory, such that it is often difficult to arrive at a common understanding of rape.   

66  The link between alcohol and 

sexual assault is both long and problematic; the idea that alcohol allowed men to 

“seduce” and “corrupt” young women was one of the main tenets of the temperance 

movement in the United States.67

“On the one hand, the consumption of alcohol is viewed as making women more 
responsible for their own rape: by choosing to get drunk, women are deliberately 
increasing their risk and should be prepared to face the consequences.  On the 
other hand, male consumption of alcohol is viewed as making them less 
responsible for their actions: by choosing to get drunk, men increase the chance of 
inappropriate behavior and should not therefore be required to pay the price for 
their actions.”

  However, the use of alcohol by victim and perpetrator 

has never been viewed equally.  As historian Joanna Bourke writes: 

68

 
 

Viewed from this angle, college “anti-rape” campaigns that direct women to avoid 

drinking in order to protect themselves from being sexually assaulted are perhaps no 

surprise.   

 It is with these characteristics in mind that I aim to provide a discourse analysis of 

media coverage of campus sexual assault.  As stated previously, news coverage helps us 

to understand how the public conceives of prominent social issues.  This study then asks 

                                                        
65 Sanday, Peggy Reeves.  
66 Abbey, Antonia. “Alcohol-Related Sexual Assault: A Common Problem among College Students.” Department of 
Community Medicine, Wayne State University. 2002. 
67 Bourke, Joanna. 2007. 
68 Bourke, Joanna. 2007. 
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the question, how do characteristics of sexual assault unique to the college campus 

manifest themselves, if at all, in media coverage of these events – i.e. how, if at all, do 

fraternities and alcohol use figure into the narrative?  Does news coverage of campus 

sexual assault provide any insight into how this epidemic might be addressed from a 

policy perspective? 

V. Methodology 

 Because rape – particularly at the college level – tends to receive more news 

coverage from local journalists,69

I used a form of discourse analysis modeled after that used by Professor Marian Meyers, 

which evaluates discourse with the aim of revealing “society’s predominant assumptions, 

values, myths, and stereotypes.”

 I examined state and local newspapers for coverage of 

sexual assault at institutions of higher learning across the state of Minnesota.   

70  The analysis used both tools developed by Meyers 

herself, as well as more open-ended tools developed by Professor of Literacy Studies 

James Paul Gee.  Meyers’ technique plays close attention to journalists’ use of language 

to create a representation of the events that may or may not be value-laden and reflective 

of societal norms.71

 “(a) vagueness, which works to conceal responsibility for negative actions; (b) 
 overcompleteness, which adds irrelevant details; (c) presupposition; (d) 
 concealments; (e) euphemisms; (f) blaming the victim; (g) positive self-
 presentation; and (h) negative other-presentation.”

  Meyers lists eight such rhetorical devices:  

72

 
 

 The analysis of this paper thus begins with a brief examination of relevant 

articles’ content for the presence of these devices.  These devices are thus used merely as 

introductory tools; counting instances of any one of these devices is not likely to reveal 

                                                        
69 Meyers, Marian. 1997. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Meyers, Marian. 1997. 
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anything significant in such a small pool of data.  Therefore, additional discourse analysis 

tools are used, as discussed in the next paragraph.  Still, Meyers’ devices do provide a 

useful jumping-off point for identifying reflexive connections made by journalists/media.  

Of particular interest is the potential ways in which alcohol might be used with the 

vagueness and/or concealment tool to deflect responsibility from the perpetrator onto the 

victim.  Because alcohol use and college sexual assaults are so commonly linked,73

 To complement and deepen the discourse analysis, this study uses four of the 

“tools” provided by James Paul Gee in his How to do Discourse Analysis: A Toolkit.

 I 

expect to find that at least some of the articles located will discuss this linkage in ways 

that might illuminate societal perceptions surrounding the phenomenon of college rape.      

74

 The “Context is Reflexive Tool” asks the question, “How is what the speaker is 

saying and how he or she is saying it helping to create or shape (possibly even 

manipulate) what listeners will take as the relevant context?”

 

Gee lists 27 such tools, of which four were selected for their particular relevance to this 

topic and the way it is typically discussed in public media.  The tools are as follows.  

75  This tool also asks the 

analyst to consider whether or not the speaker’s language propagates said relevant 

context, i.e. allowing certain understandings of the covered events continued dominance 

in public opinion.76

                                                        
73 Abbey, Antonia. 2002. 

 As it pertains to this subject matter, this tool might then examine 

whether or not the journalist’s way of saying certain things promotes (or refutes) the 

dominant culture of victim-blaming in sexual assault cases. 

74 Gee, James Paul. How to do Discourse Analysis: A Toolkit. Routledge, New York and London. 2011.  
75 Ibid, pg. 198. 
76 Ibid.  
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 The “Significance Building Tool” asks “how words and grammatical devices are 

being used to build up or lessen significance for certain things and not others.”77

 The “Connections Building Tool” asks how words and grammar used in the text 

“connect or disconnect things or ignore connections between things.”

  In other 

words, for example, does the journalist in question’s choice of certain words or sentence 

structures emphasize the actions of the victim as being critical (or even causal) to her 

eventual rape?  Does the journalist’s use of positive adjectives in association with the 

perpetrator serve to lessen the significance of his alleged attack?   

78

 Finally, the “Figured Worlds Tool” asks how the text’s use of certain words 

and/or phrases assumes and invites readers to assume “typical stories or figured 

worlds.”

 I expect that this 

tool might be particularly salient for examining any links made between alcohol use and 

sexual assault, as described earlier, but believe it will be useful for other connections (or 

disconnections) as well.  

79

 These tools are included not as an exhaustive or rigid structure by which to 

organize this study’s discourse analysis, but as a loose framework.  Discourse analysis is, 

by its open-ended nature, broadly interpreted, and thus these tools are included to assist in 

honing in on the data’s most salient features.  Articles are evaluated from a “big picture” 

  Does the journalist use his/her language to paint some familiar version of the 

world that might prompt certain understandings of the article’s events by the public?  For 

example, does the journalist refer to the athletic triumphs of an underdog student, 

ultimately accused of rape, to invite readers to assume something about who is and isn’t 

capable of such violence?  

                                                        
77 Ibid, pg. 198. 
78 Ibid, pg. 199. 
79 Ibid, pg. 201. 
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perspective, and rhetorical devices/discourse analysis tools are utilized explicitly only 

when especially relevant and meaningful examples are located.  This study, then, seeks 

not to evaluate articles’ individual capacity to shape the college rape narrative, but 

whether or not local news coverage of college rape as a whole presents any common 

themes and/or narratives that might have implications for policy on rape in higher 

education. 

a. Data Collection 

 This study uses newspaper articles (state and local; specifically Duluth News-

Tribune, Star Tribune, Saint Paul Pioneer Press, and The Bismarck Tribune80

 The primary Lexis Nexis search located 70 local and state newspaper articles.  Of 

these, 34 were eliminated for being irrelevant (i.e. mentioning rape and college, but 

) between 

the years of 2000-2012 covering college- and university-related rape and/or sexual 

assault in schools across the state of Minnesota.  In order to locate these data, I performed 

a Lexis Nexis search for the aforementioned time period, using the search terms “(rape) 

AND (college) AND (campus) AND (university) AND (sexual assault).”  The decision to 

use these terms and not others was determined by trial and error; the reduction of the 

search terms to too few (i.e. “(rape) AND (campus)”) resulted in too many irrelevant 

articles and the inclusion of other terms (i.e. sexual violence, forced sex, violence against 

women) greatly limited the number of articles located.  The terms selected for the study’s 

final Lexis Nexis search were chosen because I expected they would restrict findings to 

the context of sexual violence in higher education while remaining broad enough to 

include as many relevant articles as possible.  

                                                        
80 *Though this is a newspaper based in North Dakota, three articles from the Tribune were among those articles 
collected by the Lexis Nexis procedure described. These articles were kept as relevant data due to their coverage of 
events in Mankato, MN, with reporting sourced from the Mankato Associated Press. 
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related to separate incidents in town), for being multiple reprints of the same article, or 

for being geographically mislabeled (i.e. discussions of the Duke lacrosse rape case 

written up in local newspapers).  I was therefore able to locate 36 relevant articles on the 

topic of Minnesota college rape between the years of 2000 and 2012.   

 It is interesting to note that these articles only cover incidents at six Minnesota 

schools (University of Minnesota-Twin Cities, University of Minnesota-Duluth, 

Macalester College, Concordia University, Minnesota State-Mankato, and Hibbing 

Community College).  Additionally, nine separate rape cases receive the vast majority of 

coverage among the 36 articles (four of the articles are related to general campus anti-

rape efforts and aren’t tied to any specific case).  Nine of the articles (or 25%) revolve 

around just one case – the allegations, trial, and post-trial of Gopher football player E.J. 

Jones, who was eventually charged with fourth-degree criminal sexual conduct against a 

female student at the University of Minnesota.  Crime reports for the schools and years in 

which sexual assaults were covered were collected, where available, to illuminate the 

disparity between (reported) sexual assaults and covered sexual assaults, and will be 

discussed later on in this study. 

VI. Results and Analysis 

  First, it is worthwhile to examine a few of the more “demographic” aspects of the 

college rape cases that received coverage in order to evaluate if and how they fit with the 

“stereotypical rapes” that typically are the only rapes to garner media coverage, as 

discussed in the literature review.  A brief breakdown of rape coverage “types” found in 

the data follows.  Afterward, I delve into these narratives in a more thorough discourse 

analysis.  
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Figure 1: Summary of Minnesota Campus Sexual Assaults Reported in State and Local Newspapers, 
2000-2012 
Year of 
Assault 

School Where 
Assault Took 
Place 

Category of 
Assault 

Brief Description of the Assault No. of 
Articles 
on the 
Assault 

Newspaper(s) Covering 
the Assault(s) 

2001 University of 
Minnesota-Twin 
Cities 

Athlete rape Gopher football players Watson and 
Toussaint charged with gang-rape of 
fellow U student in Toussaint’s on-
campus apartment; found not guilty 

2 Star Tribune 

2003 Macalester 
College 

Stranger rape Prospective student raped at gunpoint in 
dorm where she was staying by 
unknown, non-student assailant 

5 Star Tribune, Pioneer 
Press 

2003 Concordia 
University 

Stranger rape Student raped in dorm by unknown 
assailant who broke in through her 
window screen – 16-year-old eventually 
arrested on DNA 

5 Star Tribune, Pioneer 
Press 

2006 Minnesota 
State-Mankato 

Athlete rape Sexual assault allegations brought 
against 6 hockey players (none 
charged), 4 of whom were suspended 
from season; victim alleged object rape 
but was unsure as to specific perpetrator  

3 Star Tribune, The 
Bismarck Tribune 

2006 Hibbing 
Community 
College 

Athlete rape Four Hibbing football players charged 
with rape of 18-year-old high school 
senior in campus dorm room  

2* Star Tribune 

2007 University of 
Minnesota 

Athlete rape Three Gopher football players (Daniels, 
Massey, E.J. Jones) originally arrested 
in involvement with rape of 18-year-old 
and later released without charges; a 
fourth football player, Dominic Jones, 
was later charged with fourth-degree 
sexual misconduct (a misdemeanor) 
against the woman at University Village 
apartment – a cell phone video showed 
that Jones had engaged in a criminal 
“sex act,” but jury “didn’t believe 
prosecutors proved penetration.” 

9 Star Tribune, Pioneer 
Press 

2008 University of 
Minnesota 

Stranger rapes** Two students were sexually assaulted 
by strangers in their dorms/near-campus 
apartments in the span of a week 
(considered unrelated); One case, 
involving the gang-rape of a freshman 
female student in a dorm bathroom, 
received an extra article’s worth of 
coverage. No known charges filed. 

2 Star Tribune 

2010 University of 
Minnesota 

Fraternity 
rapes*** 

Reporting on UMN Interfraternity 
Council’s decision to ban alcohol at 
fraternity parties after three reported 
sexual assaults took place at three frat 
houses over as many weekends – no 
charges or arrests 

4 Star Tribune, Pioneer 
Press 

TOTAL   32 articles on specific cases + 4 on 
general campus rape/campus anti-

rape efforts**** =  

36  

*These articles mention the rape as a brief aside to the football team’s general “behavioral problems.” While these 
articles’ inclusion is important to an understanding of the overall magnitude of coverage, their content provides no 
useful context for the discourse analysis. 
** UMN stranger rapes were jointly reported in the newspaper coverage, and are therefore listed as such here 
*** Again refers to several separate incidents treated as one linked phenomenon by newspaper coverage 
**** These articles are discussed in the conclusion, and are useful for understanding schools’ large-scale/general 
attitude surrounding campus sexual assault. 
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a. Types of Sexual Assaults Covered 

 During the twelve-year period studied, four cases of stranger rape occurring at 

Minnesota schools (Macalester in Saint Paul, Concordia University in Saint Paul, and the 

U of MN-Twin Cities) receive newspaper coverage.  All cases involve a non-student 

perpetrator and a student or prospective student victim, and all took place on or near 

campus.  The Macalester College assault (2003) and Concordia University assault (2003) 

received five articles of coverage each, and the UMN assaults (2008), whose details were 

not described, received two articles, one of which covered both assaults in the same 

article.  Some of these articles report on the events alone, while some report on the 

colleges’ efforts to increase safety measures after the events.  Together, these articles 

comprise 12 of the 36 (33%) articles included in the data set.  The high proportion of 

coverage these assaults receive is consistent with their sensationalist – and statistically 

less likely – nature.  Roughly 73% of rapes are committed by a non-stranger,81 and of that 

smaller number of rapes that are committed by a stranger, just 3% involve the use of a 

gun,82

 Another common type of sexual assault covered by Minnesota newspapers in the 

specified time period is that committed by one or more college athletes.  16 of the 36 

articles (roughly 44%) cover sexual assaults committed by student athletes – some 

 as in the Macalester case.  Though the Concordia case did not involve the use of a 

weapon, the perpetrator entered through the victim’s window, lending a different air of 

sensationalism to the story.  One of the UMN assaults was characterized by a stranger 

gang rape, which is again statistically very unlikely but deeply disturbing and thus prime 

territory for news coverage.   

                                                        
81 RAINN – “The Offenders,” http://www.rainn.org/get-information/statistics/sexual-assault-offenders 
82 Ibid. 
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covering the entire span of the case, from the initial allegations to the lasting impacts of 

the assaults not on the victims, but on the students’ athletic careers.  This athlete 

categorization of college sexual assaults is the single highest unifying factor across 

articles.  Four sexual assaults by athletes (in most cases, groups of athletes) are covered 

in this data set.  This information, though limited, may lend support to Peggy Reeves 

Sanday’s theory that the dominant masculinity inculcated by college athletics may 

contribute to violent aggression against women.83

 Another category I established based on preponderance of news coverage is that 

of the “fraternity member rape,” which received four articles (11%) across the relevant 

time period.  These articles all covered assaults at the University of Minnesota-Twin 

Cities and the university’s subsequent decision to revoke (and later reinstate) alcohol 

privileges at fraternity houses.  What is perhaps most interesting about these articles (and 

which will be discussed in more detail later on in this study) is the way in which the 

narrative portrays the university responding to a handful of sexual assaults as an atypical 

“rash” of sexual assaults that is, statistically-speaking, hardly likely to be any more 

frequent than what typically takes place on the university’s campus.   

  Still, that a handful of male student 

athletes were implicated in sexual assault cases over a 12-year period is perhaps not so 

telling as their assaults’ relatively high level of newspaper coverage.  Clearly, it is 

unlikely that all (or even most) college rapists are athletes, but many (if not most) of the 

college rapes covered by newspapers do involve athlete rapists.  The analysis of these 

articles’ narratives will examine why this might be. 

 It should be noted that another category of assaults covered here is “sexual 

assaults involving alcohol and/or drugs,” some 16 of the 36 articles (roughly 44%).  
                                                        
83 Sanday, 2007. 



 30 

These articles overlap with the athlete perpetrator and fraternity perpetrator articles; that 

is to say, all cases reported to include the use of alcohol and/or drugs feature perpetrators 

that are either athletes or fraternity members, although the reverse is not necessarily true.  

Though these sexual assaults cannot be ascribed to either the presence of alcohol or the 

perpetrator’s status as an athlete or fraternity member, these characteristics were 

separated out, in some instances, in the discourse analysis, as the narratives surrounding 

each factor depict unique “worlds” and perceptions created by the journalists in question.  

A journalist describing a student athlete’s pass record, for example, might be saying 

something different in that part of the article than what s/he is saying when s/he talks 

about the victim’s consumption of drugs or alcohol.   

 Finally, the three remaining articles (subtracting the 12 stranger rape articles, 17 

athlete rape articles, and 4 fraternity rape articles) are what I call “general anti-rape” 

articles, mentioning no specific college sexual assaults, though clearly written in response 

to heightened attention directed towards these crimes.  In contrast to these articles, two of 

the stranger rape articles can be considered “reassurance” articles, meant to reassure 

students, readers, and other interested parties that college rape is not a real (or at least 

reasonable) concern.  This group of articles will provide a useful lens through which we 

can examine and better understand journalists’ competing narratives about the college 

rape epidemic (or alleged lack thereof) and who is and is not at risk.  

 These categorizations, while objective and broadly defined, do provide a useful 

quick glace at the demographics of college rape newspaper coverage in the state of 

Minnesota over the past 12 years.  The vast majority of the data centers around the rather 

unlikely but sensationalist and “news-worthy” phenomenon of stranger rape and the 
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popular “fallen star” story of student athlete rapists.  Both types, as well as those assaults 

featuring fraternity member perpetrators, are written about in varying ways – all of which 

might help us to better understand how public perceptions surrounding sexual assault in 

higher education are influenced and shaped, as well as their ensuing policy implications. 

VII. Discourse Analysis 

 In this portion of the present study, newspaper articles are given a more detailed 

analysis, loosely utilizing the discourse analysis tools presented by Gee as well as any 

relevant rhetorical devices among those presented by Meyers.  By presenting the articles 

within the categories described above, this study examines the questions: what do 

narratives about college rape, given a particular frame or context, suggest about the way 

the public interprets these events?  When journalists write about rapes committed by 

popular student athletes or by scary, faceless strangers, what (if anything) is being said 

about the types of people capable of rape and of being raped? 

a. Stranger Rape on the College Campus 

 In asking the question, “How is what the speaker is saying and how he or she is 

saying it helping to create or shape (possibly even manipulate) what listeners will take as 

relevant context?”84

                                                        
84 Gee, 2011. Pg 198. 

 with regard to articles about campus rapes committed by a stranger, 

one notices a particular emphasis on this type of assault’s shocking rarity.  This in itself is 

not necessarily problematic; as discussed earlier, stranger rapes (particularly those 

committed with a weapon) are rare.  Still, a strong emphasis placed on these events’ 

novelty implies that similar assaults (i.e. those committed by persons known to the 

victims) do not typically happen on these campuses either.  As a journalist writing on the 

Macalester College stranger rape quotes the dean of students as saying, “Nothing like this 
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has ever happened at Macalester before.”85 The implication here is that frightening sexual 

assaults just don’t happen in a place like Macalester – small, bucolic, private campuses.  

Journalists covering this case and the Concordia case describe (or quote students who 

describe) the schools using terms like “peaceful campus,”86 a campus that “feels very 

safe,”87 a “safe enclave” in the “middle of a nice residential area,”88 and “very close 

campus community;”89

 At the same time that journalists’ coverage of campus stranger rapes serves to 

highlight their rarity, it also places a paradoxical sense of importance on students’ need to 

protect themselves from this particular brand of assault.  If this type of assault really is so 

unlikely, why do school administrators (and, subsequently, journalists) focus so much of 

their rape prevention effort on encouraging students to lock their doors?  Across the five 

articles covering the Macalester College stranger rape, in which the rapist gained access 

to the victim’s room through an unlocked door, there were 14 separate references to 

locking one’s doors as a precaution against sexual assault.  Some of these references note 

that school officials advised students, after the assault to “lock their rooms and inform 

[the school] of any suspicious strangers,”

 i.e., a place where rapes don’t normally take place.  These 

repeated references to the schools’ typically safe nature serve to highlight the crimes’ 

unexpectedness, but may also work to deemphasize the regularity with which sexual 

assaults (of other kinds) do occur.   

90

                                                        
85 Harlow, Tim. “St. Paul college reports rape; Victim stayed with student in Macalester.” Star Tribune, Metro Edition. 
April 27, 2003.  

 and some quote students who remark that, 

86 Stassen-Berger, Rachel E. “Woman raped in Macalester dorm; Prospective student assaulted at gunpoint.” Pioneer 
Press, City Edition. April 27, 2003.  
87 Kennedy, Tony & Walsh, James. “Assaults rare on local campuses.” Star Tribune, Metro Edition. April 29, 2003.  
88 Walsh, James & Estrada, Heron Marquez. “Fear, precautions follow sex assault; Rape in Macalester dormitory 
ignites new concern about safety.” Star Tribune, Metro Edition. April 29, 2003.  
89 Mayron, Amy. “Concordia student raped in her dorm room.” Pioneer Press, City Edition. October 19, 2003.  
90 Stassen-Berger, Rachel E.  
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knowing what happened, they will lock their doors going forward (“We lock our doors 

now,” Mawla said.”91

 Some of the references seem to assign the victim some degree of responsibility 

for her rape for having failed to lock her door or otherwise protect herself – one article 

notes, “Officials acknowledge that the door to the room where the rape occurred was not 

locked.”

).   

92  In a Pioneer Press editorial about the Concordia rape (entitled “Students need 

to be proactive about safety”), the staff writes that rapes that occurred in dorms were 

“largely preventable.  The Concordia University rapist entered through the window 

screen of a common area – it’s unclear how he got into the woman’s dorm room.”93  The 

same article notes that it takes “moxie” – moxie that the victims or their friends 

apparently lacked – to “prevent an unknown but presentable looking stranger from 

entering a building.”94  These points certainly qualify as “victim-blaming” in journalism 

as described by Marian Meyers,95

 News reports of women as victims of sexist violence act as both a warning to 
 women and a form of social control that outlines the boundaries of acceptable 

 for their inherent implication is that better and braver 

students – ones who take care to lock their doors and question anybody unfamiliar to 

them who enters their campus buildings – will not find themselves in the situations in 

which these victims found themselves.  While one may find a general suggestion to lock 

one’s door a sound piece of advice at best and innocuous at worst, the high frequency 

with which this suggestion is invoked in newspaper coverage, in response to a specific 

form of sexual violence, assists in the creation (or continuation) of a connection between 

locking doors and rape.  Writes Meyers,  

                                                        
91 Walsh, James & Estrada, Heron Marquez.  
92 Ibid.  
93 Editorial, “Students need to be proactive about safety.” Pioneer Press, City Edition. October 21, 2003.  
94 Ibid. 
95 Meyers, Marian. 1997. 
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 behavior and the forms of retribution they can expect for transgression…the 
 vulnerability of women is a given…Did she fail to take precautions – to lock a 
 door, to arrange for security?96

 
 

Sexual assault by a stranger thus becomes the natural result of a partial failure in the 

young college woman’s personal responsibility, manifested by the act of keeping her 

door unlocked.  That she will be victimized, having done so, is taken for granted.   

 Though these articles and rhetorical devices are produced in response to a specific 

and relatively rare type of campus sexual assault, it does not take a grand leap of the 

imagination to expect that they will be read as pertaining to any form of campus sexual 

assault.  Being that rape (and in particular, campus rape) is hardly covered by news at all, 

the public has a very limited pool of news coverage with which to shape its perceptions 

of the crime.  Extensive coverage of stranger rape, in hand with absent coverage of the 

more prevalent forms of sexual assault, thus informs students and the public at large 

whom to fear (faceless and frightening strangers, rather than people known and perhaps 

even loved by the victims) and how to protect themselves (lock their doors).  Repeated 

references to college campuses’ overwhelming security deny acquaintance rape and other 

forms of sexual assault both their existence and their legitimacy as a real and frightening 

crime.  That these stories describe unusual and violent accounts of rape likely account for 

their heightened coverage; however, such disproportional focus on one unlikely type of 

rape scenario does a disservice to the college women who are much more likely to suffer 

sexual assault at the hands of a known peer or friend, while also providing them with 

“safety tips” unlikely to protect them from the types of assault they are most likely to 

experience. 

b. Athlete Rape and the Tarnished Hero 
                                                        
96 Ibid, pg. 9. 
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 Few university-level social groups or organizations are afforded the respect, 

honor, and veneration of student peers and school officials given to the talented student 

athlete.  This is particularly true of large Division I schools (like the University of 

Minnesota) known for athletic prowess and an engaged student fan base.  In examining 

articles discussing sexual assaults committed by student athletes, I found that journalists 

include references to the alleged perpetrators’ athletic achievements and words of support 

from his/their coaches and/or the school, often granting the perpetrators the explicit 

backing of his/their entire team and the university at large.  Journalists covering these 

assaults often make extensive reference to the negative impact of rape allegations on the 

students’ athletic careers while failing to discuss the ramifications suffered by the victim 

herself (even, namely, the rape itself).  Some of this can be ascribed to a victim’s right to 

privacy, but by granting such substantial newspaper space to the suffering of the alleged 

athlete perpetrators, journalists help maintain harmful public notions about the 

infallibility of popular and talented sports stars. 

 Among the articles covering assaults committed by student athletes, repeated 

references are made to the athletes’ star records and “goodness” of character, as if to 

suggest that these are not the type of people who rape.  Of one of the Gopher football 

players arrested on suspicion of rape in 2007 (E.J. Jones), a journalist quotes his attorney 

as saying, “He really is a good kid – straight A’s in high school and dedicated.”97

                                                        
97 Gurnon, Emily. “3 Gophers freed, but remain rape suspects.” Pioneer Press. April 9, 2007. 

  That 

Jones’ own attorney would make such remarks is unsurprising, but their unfiltered 

inclusion by the journalist still grants them credibility.  Another journalist writes of E.J. 

Jones, “Those who know Jones well were shocked his name would be attached to such a 

serious crime.  It seemed out of character for a guy who was honored for his leadership 
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numerous times in high school…”98 The detailing of athletic and personal achievements 

becomes particularly lengthy in the case of Dominic Jones (no relation to E.J.), the 

Minnesota Gophers football player who was ultimately convicted of fourth-degree sexual 

conduct (a misdemeanor offense) in relation to the same 2007 assault.  One journalist 

writes that Jones “was the best defensive player, perhaps the best player on the whole 

team.  He was seen as a leader by coaches and teammates for his disposition as well as 

his smart, aggressive play.”99  Another calls Jones “a former standout football player” 

who “was considered the Gophers’ outstanding defensive player” and “also did well in 

the classroom.”100  The same journalist, in a separate article, writes that Jones “excelled 

at returning punts and kicks; he set a school record by returning 32 kicks for 786 yards, 

and he was an All-Big Ten honorable mention selection.”101

 These references to Jones’ (and others’) athletic achievements are not mere filler, 

but rhetorical devices used (whether knowingly or not) to uphold certain “figured 

worlds,” as James Paul Gee would call them.  Meyers’ rhetorical devices most saliently 

in use here are “overcompleteness” and “positive self-presentation.”

  

102

                                                        
98 Scoggins, Chip. “A future on hold, an unshakable past; E.J. Jones, dismissed from the Gophers football team a year 
after being linked to but not charged in sexual assault, tries to move on.” Star Tribune, Metro Edition. April 30, 2008. 

 While the 

references to Jones’ football record and skills may be factually accurate, their accuracy 

has no bearing (or, one would hope, should have no bearing) on a criminal case involving 

sexual assault.  These details are thus extraneous – their only function is to prop up the 

heralded figure of Dominic Jones the football star, the not-rapist.  No such positive self-

presentation of the victim of her achievements exists.   

99 Olson, Rochelle. “Sparks are bound to fly at Dominic Jones’ trial; Jury selection begins today in the case of the 
former U football star, who is charged with sexual assault.” Star Tribune, Metro Edition. March 31, 2008. 
100 Hanners, David. “Hennepin County/Former Gopher’s rape trial begins.” Pioneer Press. April 2, 2008. 
101 Hanners, David. “Ex-Gopher guilty of lesser rape charge.” Pioneer Press. April 11, 2008. 
102 Meyers, Marian. 1997. 
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 One’s capacity to return 32 kicks for 786 yards does not, practically-speaking, 

preclude that individual from performing criminal acts, but a journalist’s inclusion of that 

feat in an article on the athlete’s assault makes it seem as though it does.  By consistently 

referring to Dominic Jones’ athletic prowess in the same breath with which they describe 

his unwinding criminal trial (in which the jury acquitted Jones of third-degree criminal 

sexual conduct), journalists paint Jones as the fallen hero, whose lost remarkable talent is 

perhaps the greatest tragedy of all.  

 And, in the world created by journalists covering these events, the suffering of the 

perpetrators, their teams, and their colleges invoked by the college’s unhappy need to 

remove the star athlete perpetrators from their teams is the greatest tragedy.  In what is 

perhaps the starkest contradiction to be found in this study, one journalist notes that a 

1999 University of Minnesota investigation “found evidence of favoritism toward student 

athletes accused of sexual misconduct, and insensitivity by school officials toward female 

victims.”103  Later, within the same article, the journalist quotes then-football coach Glen 

Mason saying, “First of all, my concern is for the young men that are involved in this,” 

and notes that the athletic director informed him that the accused students would remain 

on scholarship.104

 Further examples of rape charges being viewed as an undue burden on athletic 

teams and their home universities within these newspaper articles are extensive.  In an 

article on a sexual assault involving six Mankato hockey players (five as complicit 

   Though perhaps not direct evidence of “favoritism,” the coach’s 

statement (and the journalist’s presentation of it) is a clear indication of where the team’s 

and university’s loyalties lie.   

                                                        
103 Craig, Mark. “Two ‘U’ athletes charged in rape; The football players in jail after an alleged sexual assault of a 
woman, 19.” Star Tribune, Metro Edition. August 16, 2001. 
104 Ibid. 
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witnesses and one as the alleged perpetrator), the journalist refers to the games’ high 

attendance and includes the quote: “'It’s too bad either way justice has to take so long,” 

said Joe Frederick, a Mankato city councilman who has season tickets for men’s 

hockey.'”105  The journalist also quotes a student who “goes to a lot of hockey games” 

and “hopes the allegations aren’t true.”106  The implication is that the allegations are 

hardest on sports fans, who must wait for investigations to conclude before enjoying their 

hockey games once again.  In an article discussing the Jones case, one of the team’s 

offensive lineman is quoted as saying, “'It’s tough for the team and tough for a new coach 

to go through.'”107  On the same case, a different journalist writes, “The loss of Jones was 

… traumatic to the football team.”108  Neither of these articles attempts to examine what 

the lasting impacts of the assault might be on the victim herself – it is the damage to the 

team and the school that stings the most.  In the figured world created by this type of 

coverage, journalists uphold the notions that student athletes are a protected, privileged 

class, that masculine achievement in sport overrides women’s safety, and that student 

athletes and their teams are the real victims – of both lost opportunities to excel 

athletically and of malicious accusations.  Indeed, two other journalists, covering the 

Jones’ assault, quote the university’s athletic director Joel Maturi as saying that he is “not 

ready to abandon these kids.  It’s our responsibility to stand by them and their 

families.”109

                                                        
105 Medcalf, Myron P. “Sex-assault inquiry focuses on 6 Mankato hockey players; Under scrutiny for months, the men 
deny the allegations and say they’ll sue the accuser when they are cleared.” Star Tribune, Metro Edition. May 2, 2006. 

 

106 Ibid. 
107 Gurnon, Emily. 2007. 
108 Olson, Rochelle. 2008. 
109 Ford, Tom & Scoggins, Chip. “Three Gophers football players remain jailed; Police released few new details about 
the alleged rape, which reportedly occurred at the University Village Apartments.” Star Tribune, Metro Edition. April 
8, 2007. 
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 In the articles described above, student athletes’ involvement in sexual assault 

allegations are routinely dismissed with “wrong place, wrong time” –like language, even 

in cases like Jones’ in which tangible proof (cell phone video, taken by Jones, that 

depicted Jones ejaculating onto the passed-out victim) confirmed the perpetrator’s guilt.  

The University of Minnesota men’s athletic director says, “student-athletes from time to 

time…get into trouble,”110 and a teammate remarks that players “put themselves in a bad 

situation.”111  Toussaint and Watson’s attorney is quoted calling their alleged victim a 

“jersey chaser” or “someone who has sex with athletes;” “She got what she wanted,” 

states the attorney.112

c. Fraternity Rape  

  In other words, female students should be expected to want to have 

sex with male athletes, and male athletes should expect to get it.  Whether an athlete 

happens to come across one who accuses him of rape is more a matter of bad luck than 

one than the athlete can, himself, control.  Should such an encounter take place, the 

coverage collected here suggests that the athlete will be supported, believed, and 

recognized, above all, for his athletic achievements. 

 Because the articles in this study’s data set pertaining to fraternities regard the 

University of Minnesota-Twin Cities Interfraternity Council’s (IFC) decision to ban 

alcohol at fraternity houses in response to reported rapes, the two categorizations made 

earlier are closely linked.  Thus, a shorter analysis of the associations and figured worlds 

created with respect to fraternities and their members in these articles is followed by a 

discussion of the way alcohol is discussed in these, and other, articles.  

                                                        
110 Craig, Mark. 2001. 
111 Gurnon, Emily. 2007. 
112 Zack, Margaret. “Football players not guilty of rape; Toussaint, Watson cleared in incident at ‘U’ dormitory.” Star 
Tribune, Metro Edition. December 19, 2001.  
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  The four articles that discuss the fraternity-based sexual assaults on campus have 

surprisingly little to say about the alleged perpetrators or victims.  One journalist 

describes the incidents as follows, writing, “A 19-year-old university student reported she 

was sexually assaulted at the Phi Gamma Delta fraternity house.  It follows a similar 

reported attack the weekend before at the Chi Psi house and one the weekend before that 

at Delta Kappa Epsilon.”113  These statements make use of the rhetorical device Marian 

Meyers calls “vagueness,” in that they obscure the culprits of these attacks by mentioning 

the locations in which they took place and thus assigning a looser, watered-down blame 

upon the entire Greek organizations in question rather than specific individuals within 

them.  Though later articles specify attackers in two of the rapes to some degree – at 

DKE, “A man barged into a bathroom and tried to rape a woman,” writes journalist 

James Walsh,114 and at Phi Gamma Delta “the man told members of the [fraternity] that 

he had had sex with a sorority member who told police she had three drinks and was 

drugged and sexually assaulted,” writes journalist Bill McAuliffe115

 Because the ban addressed a correlative factor in the assaults (alcohol) rather than 

any potential “cause” for the assaults themselves, the alcohol ban was thus a form of 

concealment in itself – one in which rape happens not because of a rapist, but because of 

a large group of people behaving badly.  Tellingly, one article includes and expands upon 

IFC president Martin Chorzempa’s remarks that, “It [the series of attacks] probably has 

 - all journalists 

involved make repeated references to the houses as the collective source of responsibility, 

and the IFC appears to have treated them as such with its alcohol ban.   

                                                        
113 Belden, Doug & Gottfried, Mara H. “University of Minnesota fraternities ban booze at parties after third sex assault 
case.” Pioneer Press. October 4, 2010.  
114 Walsh, James. “Frats to booze ban at some parties; No alcohol when nonmembers are present; two students linked 
to sexual assaults at U frat parties.” Star Tribune. October 9, 2010. 
115 McAuliffe, Bill. “U frats partially lift their alcohol ban; Big events will still be dry, in response to reports of sexual 
assaults at three fraternity houses.” Star Tribune. November 18, 2010. 
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less to do with an underlying problem than simply a ‘very unfortunate coincidence of 

timing,’ he [Martin] said.”116  Though the article also includes a quote from a female 

student who says that the ban “[underemphasizes] the issue that’s actually at hand, which 

is why are these women being assaulted,”117 what it ends with is the aforementioned 

quotation from Chorzempa, along with his assurance that the “issues” are “something 

we’re moving forward on.”118

d. Alcohol and Assault  

 The journalists writing on this topic are thus assuming (and 

inviting readers to assume) that alcohol causes rape, that students drinking at fraternity 

houses can expect rape, and that fraternities and their culture at large, rather than 

individuals within them, are to blame.  The tenuous relationship between alcohol and 

sexual assault, as depicted in newspaper coverage of sexual assault, is fraught with 

assumptions and rhetorical devices, all of which have the potential to be extremely 

powerful in shaping public perceptions. 

 In the context of college fraternity-based rape, alcohol is frequently referred to as 

a prominent feature of the assaults, even as its alleged involvement goes completely 

unexplained.  One journalist implicitly links the two, writing “The alcohol-fueled culture 

[of college] is making headlines again at the University of Minnesota.  Three cases of 

alleged sexual assaults have been reported at three different U fraternities since 

September 18.”119  Another writes, “Alcohol was a factor in the sexual assaults, [the 

police spokesman] said.”120

                                                        
116 Ibid. 

  Actually, considering the IFC’s subsequent alcohol ban and 

the newspaper coverage it garners, one could fairly call it the determining factor, in the 

117 Ibid. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Editorial, “Change rules and culture on campus; Most recent U sexual-assault cases highlight drinking issue.” Star 
Tribune, Metro Edition. October 9, 2010. 
120 Ibid. 
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minds of those discussing it.  The IFC’s recommendations include, “limiting the amount 

of alcohol guests bring in, mandating shorter guest lists and banning hard alcohol from 

chapter property.”121 Another journalist writes that the ban is indefinite “while fraternity 

presidents reexamine their policies involving alcohol, parties and outside guests.”122

 Though the ban was made in response to the sexual assaults, no mention of these 

recommendations’ pertinence to sexual violence is made.  One can reasonably infer, 

however, that alcohol, not a student rapist, is deemed primarily to blame for the assault.  

Other journalists are more explicit in making that belief clear; one writes that on-campus 

drinking “will still occur” and “lead[s] to bad things.”

  The 

implication here is that rape can be prevented when the “right” kind of women are invited 

to fraternity parties, and the rest kept out – a notion that holds the women who were 

assaulted at prior parties at fault for going somewhere where they were not welcome. 

123  Another writes, “out-of-control 

drinking…can lead to injury, violence, rape and even death.”124

 Such is the context provided for alcohol as it relates to rape in fraternity houses, 

but what of alcohol (and/or drug) consumption in other assaults?  Because fraternity 

culture and binge drinking are so commonly and frequently associated in the public mind, 

linking their relationship with sexual assault works to absolve individual rapists while 

  By utilizing both 

concealments (in failing to specify the perpetrators while propping up alcohol as the 

rapist) and rhetorical vagueness (by failing to address why the IFC’s alcohol ban was 

made in response to sexual assaults), journalists provide readers with a misleading and 

dangerous context for campus rape: that alcohol, not individuals, makes it happen.  

                                                        
121 Ibid. 
122 Walsh, James. “Frats to ban booze at some parties; No alcohol when nonmembers are present; two students linked 
to sexual assaults at U frat parties.”  
123 Ibid. 
124 Editorial, “Change rules and culture on campus; Most recent U sexual-assault cases highlight drinking issue.”  



 43 

decrying a larger, amorphous, and easier-to-control phenomenon: “party culture.”  In 

other words: it is nobody’s fault if it is everybody’s fault.  But in cases of college sexual 

assault where only one of the two involved parties was drinking, or in spaces freer from 

their association with alcohol (i.e. private campus apartments), how does the rhetoric 

surrounding alcohol use shape the narrative on campus sexual assault? 

 Perhaps because being raped by a stranger is one of the few ways a woman evade 

being implicated in her own rape,125

 In one article on the Mankato hockey player assault case, the journalist notes that 

the victim claimed, “all eight people in the house smoked marijuana [and that] she was 

enticed to smoke a pipe packed with a white substance.”

 the articles on stranger rape make no mention of the 

victims’ activities earlier in the nights of their attacks.  Two of the sets of articles (on the 

Mankato hockey players as well as the Dominic Jones case) discussing rape by athletes, 

however, included references to alcohol and/or drug consumption on the part of the 

victims.  Though in many cases these references could be read as basic reporting of the 

case facts, it is important to consider the context in which they are presented to better 

understand why their very presence helps create assumptions in the minds of the 

newspapers’ readers. 

126 The same journalist writes 

that the alleged perpetrators “denied using drugs,” and then immediately follows that 

statement with the sentence: “Police found a green leafy substance and a glass pipe when 

they searched Sutter’s home that day.”127

                                                        
125 Benedict, 1992. 

  Though perhaps unnecessarily coy about the 

nature of the “leafy substance,” this journalist acknowledges the presence of evidence 

within the alleged attacker’s home.  In contrast, another journalist covering the case 

126 Medcalf, 2006.  
127 Ibid. 
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wrote, “After smoking marijuana and a pipe filled with a white substance, the woman 

said she began to drift out of consciousness when she felt an object being used to sexually 

assault her.”128

 In the Dominic Jones case, the victim’s alcohol consumption is used to both 

glamorize and trivialize her assault.  One journalist begins her article on the case with the 

titillating lede “Sex, vodka, Gophers football and criminal defense attorney Earl Gray,”

  By neglecting to mention the perpetrators’ use of the drugs, as well as the 

evidence found to support her claims, the journalist invites readers to assume that a drug-

addled, and therefore untrustworthy, victim. 

129 

thus granting a high degree of importance to the victim’s drinking in the same breath with 

which she dismisses her experience as “sex.”  Her drinking is also contrasted with the 

alleged perpetrators chaste sobriety: “Football players Alex Daniels, E.J. Jones and Keith 

Massey didn’t drink, but the woman had at least eight shots, the complaint [against Jones] 

said.”130  Another journalist assigns some degree of blame to the victim by writing that 

she “had consumed way too much 80-proof vodka.”131

                                                        
128 Editorial, Associated Press Mankato, Minnesota via The Bismarck Tribune. May 3, 2006.  

  That she drank a substantial 

amount of alcohol is a fact, but by describing her consumption with the phrase “way too 

much,” the journalist is inviting the reader to assume a certain degree of irresponsibility 

on the part of the victim.  The same journalists also, it should be noted, make references 

to the fact that prosecutors argued that the victim’s incapacitation made her unable to 

consent – “ the woman was too drunk to stand, let alone consent,” writes Olson; 

“prosecutors will present evidence that her blood-alcohol level may have peaked at 

0.41…with that much alcohol in her, the woman would have been in no condition to 

129 Olson, Rochelle. 2008. 
130 Ibid. 
131 Hanners, 2008. 
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consent to sex,” notes Hanners.  Still, the way in which this information is presented 

outside of the prosecutors’ arguments creates a definitive context for the articles’ readers: 

the victim’s drinking played a part in letting this happen. 

VIII. Policy Implications 

 Having employed discourse analysis techniques to identify and to explain the 

rhetorical devices used by journalists covering sexual assault on college campuses, I now 

consider what these findings suggest about campus rape, how journalists’ portrayals of 

this crime might inform public opinion, and what this might mean for students who fall 

victim to these crimes.   

 The newspaper articles used in this study suggest that campus rape is most likely 

to be covered when it is committed by a non-student stranger or by a popular and well-

liked athlete (or group of athletes).  In both cases, these rapes are treated more as a tool 

by which the university can expostulate the attack(s) as atypical of their community than 

as a tragedy inflicted upon one of its own members.  When journalists imply (or include 

statements by school officials who remark) that stranger rapes “don’t happen here” are 

not careful to distinguish stranger rape from other forms of rape, they promote the idea 

that rape in general is an unusual occurrence, and that its victims are outliers.  Similarly, 

when journalists write or quote school officials who say that “our boys” would never do 

anything like this, they promote the idea that rape victims lie, that athletes are infallible 

heroes, and that it is the community’s job to keep that implied social order intact.  

 Though fraternity rape is covered to a lesser extent in this particular data set as 

compared to other forms of assault, the analysis of newspapers on these attacks were also 

telling.  When journalists write about rapes that happened in fraternity houses, and the 
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Interfraternity Council’s ensuing decision to ban alcohol from all Greek facilities, they 

given credence to the idea that alcohol is the causal factor in rape and that Greek 

organizations – rather than individuals within them – can be held responsible for sexual 

assault.  This frame serves more to disseminate blame across larger groups to the point 

that the individual perpetrators are removed from the events; perpetrators in the three 

fraternity-based rapes at the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities in 2010 were never 

mentioned by name, and only one of the perpetrators was referenced in only one of the 

articles – this in a statement intended to discredit his alleged victim.  The University of 

Minnesota-Twin Cities’ Interfraternity Council’s decision to ban alcohol in the wake of 

these rapes, and the decision’s coverage by Minnesota newspapers, speaks to the way in 

which perpetrators of rape are often absolved of their crimes in media discussions of 

these events.  In that example, the University Interfraternity Council’s penalty for 

instances of fraternity rape was not expelling the students, not examining the school’s 

sexual assault policies, not heightening the students’ required anti-violence training, but 

banning alcohol from fraternities.   

 Media coverage that treats campus rape as unusual, sensationalistic, and 

glamorous – a side effect of the rebellious college party lifestyle – has dire implications 

for the young women who are most susceptible to these crimes.  The negative 

consequences of biased media coverage on future victims of sexual assault cannot be 

overstated.  A woman who is raped in college could hardly be blamed for feeling that her 

assault is not worth reporting if it does not have some key “legitimating” factor; perhaps 

there was no gun or knife involved, and her attacker was her boyfriend.  A woman in this 

scenario lacks the public reference point with which to identify her attack as rape.  Worse 
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still, a women who is raped in college might feel that she is complicit in her rape because 

she was drinking before it happened, or because her rapist was an athlete who seemed 

like a nice guy with a bright future in sports ahead of him.   

 In order to illustrate the discrepancy between reported sexual assaults and those 

assaults covered by state and local newspapers – and in order to emphasize why the way 

in which these events are covered is all the more important – I collected university crime 

reports and matched their years of occurrence with the articles (or lack thereof) located 

by my data search.  The University of Minnesota-Twin Cities, perhaps because of its 

large size and greater resources, provides online crime reports for the past ten years, 

while other schools in the data set provide only those reports that are required by the 

Jeanne Clery Act.132

 Figure 2 shows the number of reported incidents of “criminal sexual conduct – 

rape” (the term used by the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities crime reports) as 

compared to the number of corresponding rapes covered by state and local newspapers, 

as located by my search.  In only one of the included years (2010) did these two values 

match up; in nine out of the ten years for which crime reports are made available, the 

number of reported rapes at the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities exceeded 

(sometimes dramatically so) the number of rapes covered by state and local newspapers.  

In most years, rapes occurring at the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities were simply 

not covered.  In years that did see newspaper coverage of UMN rapes, the proportion of 

coverage failed to match the amount of reported sexual assault taking place at the school. 

   

                                                        
132 Crime reports for the corresponding years in which attacks at other schools took place were unavailable, likely 
because all took place prior to the three-year filing mandates established by the Jeanne Clery Act – the 1989 
Congressional Act that requires all colleges and universities that participate in federal financial aid to maintain records 
of, and report, information about crimes taking place on or near their campuses. That the University of Minnesota-Twin 
Cities’ reports were available is likely due to the school’s size and resources.  
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Figure 2: Number of Reported University of Minnesota-Twin Cities Sexual Assaults as Compared to 
Number of UMN-Twin Cities Sexual Assaults Covered by Minnesota Newspapers, 2001-2011* 
Year Number of Reported Incidents of “Criminal 

Sexual Conduct – Rape”** 
Number of Campus Rapes Reported in 
Newspapers 

2001 7 1 
2002 2 0 
2003 2 0 
2004 3 0 
2005 4 0 
2006 2 0 
2007 3 1 
2008 6 3 
2009 4 0 
2010 3 3 

2011 2 0 

Total 38 8 

*Years for which data is made available online through the University. 
*Term used in UMN crime reports 
 Figure 3 depicts an even starker contrast.  I gathered crime reports for the years 

2008-2010 (the most recent reports available as required by the Jeanne Clery Act) for the 

other schools implicated in this analysis.  These are schools where sexual assaults 

garnered newspapers coverage in previous years, but whose crime reports for the related 

years were unavailable.  Given that my data showed no newspaper coverage of rape 

between the years of 2008-2010, I could compare the schools’ reported rapes against the 

corresponding complete lack of coverage for each year.  Though some years showed no 

forcible sex offenses recorded, it is clear that the majority of sexual assaults that took 

place simply went uncovered by state and local newspapers.  

Figure 3: Number of Reported Minnesota College Sexual Assaults as Compared to Number of 
Corresponding Sexual Assaults Covered by Minnesota Newspapers, 2008-2010* 
School Year Number of Forcible Sex 

Offenses** 
Number of Campus Rapes Reported 
in Newspapers 

Concordia University133 2008  0 0 
 2009 2 0 
 2010 4 0 

                                                        
133 “2011 Campus Crime and Annual Fire Safety Report.” Concordia University. 
http://concordia.csp.edu/security/Statistics/campus-crime-report.pdf 
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Macalester College134 2008  4 0 
 2009 4 0 
 2010 7 0 
Minnesota State-Mankato135

 
 2008 3 0 

 2009 8 0 
 2010 5 0 
Hibbing Community 
College136

2008 
 

0 0 

 2009 0 0 
 2010 0 0 
Total  37 0 
Numbers bolded where there is a discrepancy between number of reported offenses and number of corresponding 
newspaper articles. 
*Years covered by Jeanne Clery Act reporting requirements. 
**Term used by these schools’ crime reports, encompassing both rape and non-penetrative sexual assault.  
 

 These tables alone show that, at minimum, 67 sexual assaults went uncovered by 

state and local newspapers in Minnesota between 2000 and 2012.  This figure represents 

five Minnesota schools alone – the number of sexual assaults reported by every school in 

the state that went uncovered by state and local newspapers is likely exponentially higher.  

While we cannot know the number of rapes that went unreported during these years, the 

national estimated rate of reporting (95% of campus sexual assaults unreported, as cited 

previously) suggests that the gap between occurrence and coverage is much, much larger 

still.  Additionally, while the Star Tribune covers all eight newspaper-reported campus 

sexual assaults occurring in Minnesota schools between 2000 and 2012, the state’s other 

major newspaper, The Pioneer Press, only covered four of the eight sexual assaults.  

Readers of Minnesota’s state and local newspapers are thus susceptible to a very skewed 

presentation regarding the frequency with which these types of crimes take place.  

                                                        
134 “Macalester College Annual Safety and Fire Reports.” Updated report, January 2008 to December 2010. 
http://www.macalester.edu/security/reports/annual-crime-report-text.pdf 
135 Minnesota State-Mankato. “Annual Campus Security and Fire Safety Report.” Partners in Safety, 2011. 
http://www.mnsu.edu/safety/pdfs/safetyreport2011.pdf 
136 “The Campus Safety and Security Data Analysis Cutting Tool.” http://ope.ed.gov/security/ 
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 It is extremely unlikely that the frequency of newspaper coverage of college rape 

seen in this study is anywhere near proportional the rate at which these assaults occur.  It 

is unlikelier still that the types of rapes that are covered by newspapers are representative 

of the rapes most likely to be experienced by the majority of college women.  Unbiased 

reporting on those sexual assaults that are covered is therefore of the utmost importance.  

The messages espoused by news coverage of these events are all the more potent for how 

infrequently they are delivered.  My data show that a young female college student can 

go two or three years without seeing a sexual assault covered by her state and local 

newspapers; if, then, the language employed by those rare articles suggest to her first, 

that rapes on college campuses hardly ever happen and that second, when they do 

happen, the rape victims are to blame for their assaults, newspapers are teaching that 

young woman to hold herself responsible if – God forbid – a similar thing should ever 

happen to her.  College women who are raped are being harmed by existing media 

practices surrounding this subject in three ways: first, they are liable to believe that their 

assaults are isolated events unworthy of large-scale critical examination; second, they are 

unlikely to view their assaults (which are likely to deviate from the stereotypes preferred 

by newspaper coverage) as the kind of rape that the media (and therefore, the public) will 

take seriously; and third, they are likely to blame themselves above anyone else. 

 There is no singular solution to campus rape; an analysis of potential policy 

initiatives to combat this enormously complex and prevalent crime is beyond the scope of 

this study.  Much of the burden should be placed on schools, whose administrators are 

most familiar with how school policies are written, enforced, and perceived among 

students.  Barriers to reporting are no small part of the problem; if the young women who 
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are raped on their campuses felt safe and confident in reporting their assaults, and that 

increased rate of reporting were taken seriously by school administrators, perhaps 

colleges and universities across the country might finally recognize the severity and the 

frequency with which these crimes are taking place all around them.  A greater 

recognition by schools – and greater efforts made to address these crimes – could 

contribute to a wider public discussion and the remediation of victim-blaming in media 

coverage of these events. 

 Of course, I do not mean to suggest that persons working in the media should wait 

for schools to reform their sexual assault policies before amending their own practices – 

on the contrary, it is crucial that journalists work to recognize the victim-blaming 

rhetorical devices so prominent in their coverage of campus rape and work to correct 

them.  In the next section, I offer recommendations to newspapers, journalists, and school 

officials to correct the biased nature of their present reporting practices.  

IX. Policy Recommendations 

 Newspapers should therefore make use of the following recommendations in 

order to correct the biased and victim-blaming language so prominent in their treatment 

of these crimes: 

• Treat rape victims with the same trust and respect that would be afforded to the 
victims of any other crime.  Avoid using language and/or rhetorical devices which 
imply that this crime deserves extra scrutiny from the media and the public. 

 
• Do not “counterbalance” newspaper policies claiming to protect victims by their 

erasure from stories with excessive narrative about the alleged perpetrators’ 
characters and personal background – such characterizations invite the reader to 
assume the newspaper feels that this “type” of young man does not commit rape. 

 
• Avoid praising alleged student athlete perpetrators for their prior athletic 

achievements, which have no bearing on their capacity to commit a violent crime.  
Refrain from presenting statements from coaches and other athletic officials that 
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suggest that the true victims are the alleged perpetrators, their teammates, and 
school sports fans. 

 
• Understand that the terms “sex” and “rape” are not interchangeable; journalists 

should not use the term “sex” when discussing assault charges brought by student 
victims, nor should they use “forced sex,” which still minimizes the violent nature 
of the crime. 

 
• When cases of alleged sexual assault involve the use of alcohol and/or drugs by 

the victim and/or the perpetrator(s), consider whether these details are relevant to 
the case itself.  Would these details be mentioned in coverage of a dorm robbery?  
If not, they are probably not necessary to include.  Understand that implicating 
alcohol in an assault always serves to deflect blame from the perpetrator(s), and 
suggests that the attack is the victim’s fault.  

 
• Educate journalists about the legal concept of “consent,” emphasizing in 

particular the inability of a drunk or otherwise incapacitated person to consent to 
sexual intercourse.  

 
• Provide campus or local resources to students who have experienced sexual 

assault in every article possible.   
 

• Do not rely on brief asides from victim-sympathetic individuals (e.g. rape victim 
advocates) to counteract the presence of victim-blaming language used repeatedly 
throughout the article. In other words, if no emphasis is granted to the fact that a 
particular victim waited three days to report her rape, no counterstatement from 
an advocate to this delay’s commonality is necessary. 

 
• Be conscious of the fact that newspaper coverage has the potential to shape a wide 

court of public opinion, influencing juries for cases like these for years to come.  
What journalists say when they write about rape has very real consequences for 
victims of sexual assault.  

 

 Additionally, though the main focus of this study lies with media reporting, it is 

also crucial that college and university officials responding to campus sexual assaults 

remain neutral in statements given to the public and the media.   This study revealed 

several instances of coaches and athletic directors at the University of Minnesota-Twin 

Cities defending alleged athlete perpetrators, and in some cases going so far as to suggest 

that these students were the crimes’ true victims.  When officials make these kinds of 
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statements to the media, they are speaking for their home universities, transmitting the 

idea that these schools sanction their attitudes.  The first concern of universities and 

colleges should be the safety of their students, and therefore school administrators should 

make certain that they and their staff members reflect that priority to the media. 

 Newspaper articles continue to be many people’s first (and main) source for news, 

and the public’s first reading of a criminal act has the potential to shape how that public 

understands that event from that point forward.  The media therefore has a responsibility 

to report sexual assault in an unbiased and non-damaging manner; a refusal to do so 

makes the media complicit in the perpetuation of these crimes.  

X. Conclusions 

 Based on previous literature on the topic, I argued that newspaper coverage of 

college rape employs victim-blaming language that holds rape victims to be partly (or 

wholly) accountable for their assaults.  The data, newspaper articles covering sexual 

assaults at Minnesota college campuses between 2000 and 2012, substantiate this 

argument.  Journalists covered only those campus rapes that fit in one of three familiar 

and stereotypical frames: the stranger rape, the athlete rape, and the fraternity rape.  Other 

forms of rape likely to occur on college campuses –i.e. rape committed by a boyfriend or 

friend – were not covered. 

 Coverage of the stranger rapes was disproportionately high, given the unlikely 

nature of this type of sexual assault (90% of college women know their attackers, and 

many of the remaining 10% are recognizable peers137

                                                        
137 Sampson, Rana. “Acquaintance Rape of College Students.”  

).  Journalists covering these attacks 

relied on sensationalist language and the repeated implication - both misguided and 

patronizing - that had the victims locked their doors, they would not have been raped.  
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Journalists covering sexual assaults committed by athletes participated in positive self-

presentation of the perpetrators, making frequent references to the students’ athletic 

achievements as a testament to their good character, and quoting school officials and 

community members whose remarks make it clear that, for them, the real tragedy was the 

loss of athletic talent suffered by the school in question.  And finally, coverage of the 

fraternity-based rapes at the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities invoked the specter of 

alcohol as rapist, assigning blame to college party culture at large while diffusing the 

responsibility of individual actors.  

 As noted earlier in this study, four of the 36 articles comprising the data set were 

written either to address campus rape generally or to discuss college’s anti-rape efforts.  

The anti-rape articles’ presence in the data are encouraging reminder that college students 

are making an effort to educate their students about sexual assault – one article describes 

a University of Minnesota-Duluth student group working to distribute rape awareness t-

shirts to their male classmates138, and another describes male-led rape prevention groups 

started at schools across Minnesota.139  Articles like these raise important points (“A 

woman may not say no to sex, but may freeze up in response to a guy’s advances…that is 

communicating ‘no,’ [educators] say.”140

                                                        
138 Thompson, Mary. “UMD Students Leading Effort Against Rape; Taking Charge.” Duluth News-
Tribune. March 20, 2000.  

), but these bright points are drowned out by the 

vast majority of newspaper coverage of campus rape.  For every “Culture Change 101,” 

there is at least one “College Campuses Safer Than You Think,” a Pioneer Press article 

by Ruben Rosario, who uses 726 words to provide such misleading and falsely reassuring 

139 Louwagie, Pam. “Culture Change 101; Some Minnesota colleges hope to prevent sexual assault by 
education campus guys and helping them share what they learn; ‘Man that’s not right, that’s rape.’” Star 
Tribune, Metro Edition.  November 9, 2008.  
140 Ibid. 
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points as “Female college students were about half as likely as male college students to 

fall victim to a violent crime [in a report between 1995 and 2000]” and “The number of 

off-campus incidents was 14 times greater than crimes committed on campus.”141  

[Interestingly, in the same article, Rosario notes as an afterthought: “Who knows how 

many unreported date rapes or stranger rapes occurred.”142

  So long as campus sexual assault (as well as sexual assault in general) as a 

common violent crime is minimized by those who demand unknowable statistics, those 

who would deny women the agency to exercise sexual autonomy if and when they so 

choose, and those who benefit from a culture in which women’s accounts of their bodily 

experiences are distrusted, college women will continue to be victimized.  It is a truth 

known commonly enough by any woman who went or goes to college: she knows 

someone who was raped there.  It is the kind of truth that lives outside of statistics. 

]  The messages sent by 

newspapers are at best, mixed, and at worst, destructive.  The minimal inclusion of 

progressive anti-prevention efforts made on college campuses is undercut by the 

overwhelming tendency of journalists to assign blame to the victims of these crimes. 

 That these crimes so frequently go unreported does not help prevent them from 

occurring, but we cannot hold their victims accountable for that silence: it is inflicted 

upon them at every step of the process.  College rape victims like my friend are given 

every reason to be afraid – to be too afraid to be the one responsible for her rapists’ being 

kicked off the football team, too afraid for what the media will call her if they find out 

she was drinking that night.  If my friend had overcome her fears – told the dean she 

wanted the students expelled, gotten law enforcement involved – would the news media 

                                                        
141 Rosario, Ruben. “College Campuses Safer Than You Think.” Saint Paul Pioneer Press. December 8, 
2003.  
142 Ibid. 



 56 

have cared?  And if they did, how would they have treated her?  Would they have 

responded to her fears by showing her that, while her parents might not blame her for 

what happened, they would? 

 State and local media can’t assuage that fear on its own, but it can stop amplifying 

it.  If journalistic practices and college policies regarding sexual assault do not change, 

experiences like the one had by my friend will continue to happen, and the perpetrators 

will, in many cases, be granted the freedom to rape again and again.  Those very few 

victims who do report their rapes, and have those rapes covered by the media will 

continue to be unjustly interrogated, mistrusted, and even attacked in the public sphere.  

Journalists must cease these damaging and hurtful practices if we are to conceive a nation 

in which young women can achieve higher education without fear of sexual assault. 
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