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 “THIS IS NOT A MOMENT. THIS IS A MOVEMENT:” HOW NATIONAL 

NEWSPAPERS REPORTED 2015 PROTESTS AGAINST RACISM AT THE 

UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI  

Ellen Cagle 

Dr. Jeanne Abbott, Thesis Supervisor 

ABSTRACT 

In 2015, protests against racism at the University of Missouri upended the 

university. Journalists from news outlets throughout the U.S. descended on the Columbia 

campus to document the historic protest movement, which toppled two university 

officials. This study considered how reporters from the Washington Post and New York 

Times, who were among the national outlets that covered the MU protests, reported on 

the movement. This research, conducted as a qualitative textual analysis, studied how the 

Post and Times used the protest paradigm in their coverage of MU. Previous research 

indicates journalists rely on the protest paradigm, a set of patterns in protest coverage, 

when they report on events such as this. Articles that follow the protest paradigm are 

often episodic and emphasize protesters’ tactics instead of their goals. The analysis shows 

the newspapers avoided the paradigm in early coverage, since the protest movement at 

MU came on the heels of protests in Ferguson after Michael Brown’s death, which had 

garnered favorable public attention. Communications professor Melissa Click derailed 

national coverage at MU, however, prompting the newspapers to rely more heavily on the 

paradigm in their follow-up coverage of the protests. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In the fall of 2015, students protesting racism on the University of Missouri’s 

(MU) Columbia campus captivated the nation. In October, black students began 

protesting university leaders’ lack of response to a series of racist incidents on campus 

(Serven & Reese, 2015). Tensions escalated a month later when one student, Jonathan 

Butler, began a hunger strike, saying he would not eat until the university system 

president, Tim Wolfe, resigned (Kovacs, 2015). A group of students calling themselves 

Concerned Student 1950 pitched tents on the quadrangle in solidarity and issued a list of 

demands to university leaders (Brannan & Witthaus, 2015). The MU football team 

followed suit and vowed to boycott football until Wolfe stepped down (“Black Missouri 

football,” 2015). National media flocked to Columbia to document the protests. Wolfe 

resigned on November 9, an event that dominated coverage of nearly every national news 

outlet (Nelson, 2015). 

Previous research has shown that journalists tend to follow a pattern in their 

coverage of protest movements, which scholars have named the “protest paradigm.” 

News outlets are often reluctant to cover a protest when it starts, and may only report on 

the protest if its participants take actions that challenge the status quo or become unruly 

or violent (Boyle & Armstrong, 2009; Gottlieb, 2015). Journalists who abide by the 

protest paradigm tend to cover protests episodically, prioritizing protest events in their 

coverage instead of the underlying problems that prompted the unrest. These tendencies 

make up the protest paradigm and often delegitimize the protesters and distract readers 

from the protest’s goals (Boyle & Armstrong, 2009; Gottlieb, 2015). 
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The protests at MU upended the status quo at the university. A number of 

university leadership positions have changed hands in the three years since the protests 

(McKinley, 2017), and a professor was fired after she tried to block a student from 

filming the protests (Pérez-Peña, 2016). The university has implemented new policies to 

address racism and diversity on campus (McKinley, 2017). The state legislature cut 

funding to the university as a punitive response to campus unrest, and enrollment fell for 

two consecutive years (Cagle, 2016; McKinley, 2017). MU’s activists also prompted 

students at other universities to speak out against racism (Hartocollis & Bidgood, 2015; 

Svrluga, Anderson & Larimer, 2015).  

The New York Times and Washington Post reported on the incidents surrounding 

Wolfe’s resignation, and, during the two years since, have periodically written about 

challenges and changes facing MU prompted by the protests. There is little research 

about news coverage of the MU protests, however, and none so far about how national 

newspapers portrayed the protests’ magnitude and their aftermath.    

 The protest paradigm is well-researched, but only one study has analyzed news 

coverage of the protests at MU. The study, an unpublished master’s thesis conducted by 

Jennifer Para (2017), examined the use of the protest paradigm in local and regional news 

reports. Other scholarly research has studied reasons for the protests, the response on 

social media, and has detailed first-person perspectives from the week of Wolfe’s 

resignation (Trachtenberg, 2018; Frederick, Sanderson, & Schlereth, 2017; McElderry & 

Rivera, 2017).  

 This research will consider whether national reporters followed the protest 

paradigm in their coverage of MU, which has not yet been studied. The turmoil ignited 



3 

debate about what role, if any, students should have in influencing administration, and the 

well-documented, tense relationship between the press and protesters ignited discussion 

about the First Amendment (McKinley, 2017). But ultimately, the protesters sought to 

improve treatment of minority students at MU; this study will explore whether 

newspapers devoted attention to that goal in their coverage.  

Studying national coverage is worthy of study because national newspapers can 

shape public opinion about a movement that readers outside Missouri might otherwise 

know little about. Reductive or overly negative coverage about protesters at MU, 

characteristics of the protest paradigm, could have unfairly affected the national attitude 

toward the university. Moreover, if coverage adhered to the paradigm and strayed from 

contextualizing the reason for the protests – racism – readers may not have fully 

understood the discrimination black students said was pervasive at MU.  

 The study will be conducted as a qualitative textual analysis. It will analyze 

articles published online about MU by the New York Times and Washington Post from 

2015 through 2017. These newspapers were selected because they are considered 

newspapers of record (Xu, 2013). Both documented the events as they unfolded and 

continued to write about MU in the two years after the protests. The New York Times and 

Washington Post were chosen because they brought a national awareness to a Missouri 

protest and brought about a nationwide discussion about racism. 

The purpose of this study is to analyze whether two national newspapers used the 

protest paradigm in their reporting about the 2015 MU protests, and if the paradigm 

played a role in the newspapers’ coverage of MU in the following two years. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

 

 
Framing 

 When journalists write, they select specific topics within an event or issue as the 

subject of their articles, a practice called framing. In his 1993 article “Framing: Toward 

clarification of a fractured paradigm,” Robert Entman writes that to frame information is 

to elevate a topic’s relevance by writing about a specific aspect of it. By selecting one 

subject of information as a frame, the communicator elevates the prominence of the topic, 

making it more meaningful to an audience (Entman, 1993). Frames can determine how 

audience members remember information and whether they act on it (Entman, 1993).  

When journalists frame one aspect of reality, others are ignored. Often, the 

problems, evaluations and solutions omitted by choosing one frame over another are as 

notable as the topics included because of the way audiences interpret information, 

Entman (1993) asserts. Several news outlets could write an article about one topic and 

each article could have a different frame, yielding several different accounts of one topic 

(Chyi & McCombs, 2004; Entman, 1993). Journalists strive to be objective in their 

reporting, but common frames often dominate the news. When journalists are cognizant 

of these frames, they can be aware of how they report events (Entman, 1993).  

 Figurative language such as metaphor, irony and hyperbole also make up frames. 

This language can shape how audiences interpret information (Burgers, Konijn, E. & 

Steen, 2016). Even common metaphors can have latent meaning (Burgers et al., 2016). 

For example, common phrases such as “tax burden” and “tax relief” contain this 

figurative language that can affect public opinion (Burgers et al., 2016, p. 413). The 
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words and symbols communicators use should not be taken lightly, because they define 

problems and set the tone for conversation (Pan & Kosicki, 1993). Symbols, metaphor 

and hyperbole are almost certain to be present in headlines and articles written about MU.   

Frame-changing and the issue-attention cycle 

 Journalists frame and re-frame throughout an event’s life cycle to keep the story 

“alive,” a concept called “frame-changing” by Chyi and McCombs (2004, p. 202-203). 

The frames used in news stories often correspond to an issue-attention cycle, the process 

by which events gain and lose relevance over time (Chyi & McCombs, 2004).  

 The issue-attention cycle has five stages (Downs, 2001). The first is the pre-

problem stage, when a problem emerges but the public is not fully aware of it. During the 

second stage, alarmed discovery, people discover the problem, often after a series of 

dramatic events such as protests or riots. People become alarmed but believe the problem 

can be solved without major changes to society (Downs, 2001). In the third stage, the 

public discovers the obstacles in the way of solving the problem – money and sacrifices 

by multiple groups – and becomes disheartened (Downs, 2001). The public begins to lose 

interest after considering the cost of solving the problem, the fourth stage of the cycle, 

and the topic fades from discourse (Downs, 2001). In the last stage, the post-problem 

stage, the problem exists in limbo, coming in and out of public awareness. The topic may 

recapture public interest if steps are taken to solve the problem (Downs, 2001).  

 National media attention directed toward MU in the immediate aftermath of the 

protests followed the stages of the issue-attention cycle. Little national news coverage 

was given to the initial racism that spurred the protest; on multiple occasions, students 

had been called racist slurs on campus (Vandelinder, 2015). Students began to protest 
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when Wolfe did not act to quell racism on campus or condemn the incidents 

(Vandelinder, 2015). National media attention escalated when the protesters took 

dramatic action: a student began a hunger strike and the football team went on strike. For 

example, The New York Times did not write about protests at MU until the football team 

announced it would boycott on Nov. 7, 2015, more than a month after Concerned Student 

1950 began to protest (Southall & Tracy, 2015; Vandelinder, 2015). National news 

coverage was steady in the immediate aftermath of Wolfe’s resignation, and then ebbed 

and flowed in relation to changes made at MU following the initial unrest.  

News is often framed within the issue-attention cycle by relating the events to 

time and space (Chyi & McCombs, 2004). Reporters often frame news through an 

individual, people spearheading a movement, a community, or a geographic area such as 

a city or state (Chyi & McCombs, 2004). At MU, journalists frequently framed the 

protest movement in terms of the football team, which helped spearhead the effort to oust 

Wolfe (Cameron & DePillis, 2015; Southall & Tracy, 2015), and Melissa Click, a then-

communications professor who drew criticism on the day of Wolfe’s resignation when 

she asked for “some muscle” to remove a student journalist from the protesters’ campsite 

on a campus quadrangle (Huguelet & Victor, 2015). Journalists may also frame issues or 

events in terms of the past, emphasizing historical events or patterns, or looking toward 

the future, making predictions about what will come (Chyi & McCombs, 2004).  

 Frames may vary among these categorizations in time and space as the issue-

attention cycle progresses, particularly as a problem is elevated from a community into a 

larger, often national, discussion about a problem (Chyi & McCombs, 2004). Chyi and 

McCombs (2004) cite a kidnapping as an example of the interaction between the issue-
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attention cycle and framing. Early newspaper stories on a kidnapping may focus on the 

community’s reaction, while later stories shift the frame to portray crime as a pervasive 

societal problem (Chyi & McCombs, 2004). In a subsequent study on the way 

newspapers covered school shootings over time, researchers found that, as shootings 

occurred over several years, the frames used by The New York Times shifted and widened 

from individual community reactions to society’s view of gun violence (Muschert & 

Carr, 2006).  

 This study will analyze whether national newspapers employed similar frame-

changing in coverage of MU. As years have passed, national newspapers may have 

varied the way they have portrayed the MU protests. The study will analyze whether the 

frames emphasized racism on campus, which is what led to the protests. 

The protest paradigm 

 The framing of social protests is particularly problematic for journalists, who tend 

to report on protests that are socially deviant (Boyle, McCluskey, McLeod, & Stein, 

2005). The news media act as a mediator of social control, detailing struggles over social 

norms and who enforces and challenges them (Trivundža & Brlek, 2017). Journalists 

seek stories that are newsworthy and so are drawn to events, such as protests, that employ 

unexpected tactics or deviant actions (Gottlieb, 2015). Journalists are more likely to 

report on a protest if it illustrates a problem the news media have already prioritized in its 

news coverage (Smith, McCarthy, McPhail, & Augustyn, 2001).  

 Journalists may not pay attention to peaceful demonstrations where those 

involved calmly talk about grievances (McLeod, 2007). To garner media attention, 

protesters must demonstrate that their cause should be given more media attention than it 
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had previously (Smith et al., 2001). Thus, protesters may use specific protest tactics 

(Boyle et. al, 2005), acting out to promote their agenda and to urge journalists to report 

on them. This forms the foundation of “the protest paradigm” (Boyle et. al, 2005).  

Under the protest paradigm framework, news outlets will report on protest groups 

as they use increasingly deviant actions to draw attention to their cause. Protests that 

attract a police presence or lead to arrests may be particularly appealing to journalists, 

because these narratives create dramatic, action-driven, easy-to-read articles (Gottlieb, 

2015; Lee, 2014).     

 This research will analyze whether journalists from the New York Times and 

Washington Post used the protest paradigm in their reporting of events at MU. If 

reporters working for national newspapers relied on the paradigm, could the articles have 

unfairly skewed readers’ perspective of MU?  

The research will explore coverage of the tense relationship between journalists 

and protesters and how it corresponds to the protest paradigm. Excessive coverage of the 

relationship between the two groups could have been a distraction from the message 

behind the protests, the prevalence of racism at MU. Reporters who adhere to the protest 

paradigm often forgo reporting the underlying reasons for a protest in favor of episodic 

coverage.  

 Protesters who use deviant tactics to draw media attention are often treated 

harshly by journalists (McLeod, 2007). Protest stories are often framed to emphasize 

crime and rioting (Lee, 2014; McLeod, 2007). Similarly, the tenets of journalism tend to 

discredit protesters (McLeod, 2007), since reporters rely on expert or authoritative 

sources, who are often depicted as unbiased (Smith et al., 2001). This reliance on experts 
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weakens their image in media outlets, especially when the protesters are referenced in 

negative headlines or statements in the body of articles (Boyle et al., 2005). Reporters 

also frequently include public opinion in their articles, which tends to oppose protesters’ 

goals. This further marginalizes or discredits protesters (Boyle et al., 2005; McLeod, 

2007).  

 Reporters may give insufficient context to the actions and problems that triggered 

the protest, so readers may judge the protests as a failure regardless of what the outcomes 

of the protests might be (McLeod, 2007). McLeod (2007) avers that journalists may not 

mention the underlying benefits of protests in their news stories, such as the 

dissemination of information about a worthy cause and the building of solidarity among 

groups. For these reasons, journalists enforce the status quo and tend to discredit protests 

(Boyle et al., 2005). Audiences who have an entrenched opinion about certain social 

issues, such as abortion and racism, may be aware of different framing in various news 

outlets (Detenber, Gotlieb, McLeod, & Malinkina, 2007). However, if audiences are 

familiar with the issues, these frames may do little to sway their opinion one way or the 

other (Detenber et al., 2007).   

 The protest news framing cycle, introduced by Gottlieb (2015), outlines the 

intersection between framing within the protest paradigm and the issue-attention cycle, 

which corresponds to the amount of coverage devoted to a topic. The protest news 

framing cycle asserts that news coverage of a protest will begin during the second stage 

of the issue-attention cycle: the alarmed discovery stage (Gottlieb, 2015). Protesters often 

engage in their most controversial or deviant actions during this stage (Gottlieb, 2015). 

The third stage, when the public realizes the effort needed to solve the problem, marks 
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the peak of news coverage. In this stage, journalists frame the protests more broadly, 

portraying events in terms of issues, ideas and the demands of the protesters (Gottlieb, 

2015). Frames about conflict may also reach their peak in this stage, and these frames 

often overshadow others to become the dominant narrative (Gottlieb, 2015). After the 

third stage, news coverage declines, and a dominant news frame will fade (Gottlieb, 

2015).  

Episodic and thematic framing 

 Adherence to the protest paradigm often manifests in reports that are episodic, 

focusing on events. In his book Is Anyone Responsible: How Television Frames Political 

Issues, Shanto Iyengar (1991) outlines two ways political issues are framed in the news: 

episodically, with an emphasis on particular events or cases, and thematically, where 

general context is provided (p. 2). Episodic coverage can be detrimental to society’s 

understanding of a problem. Audiences who consume episodic news coverage are less 

likely to hold public officials accountable for both the existence and the alleviation of a 

problem (Iyengar, 1991). He writes: “By portraying issues primarily as discrete events or 

instances, television news impedes recognition of the interconnection between issues” 

(Iyengar, 1991, p. 5). News with a human interest angle, one form of episodic framing, 

can be harmful because such coverage obscures underlying societal problems. Lance 

Bennett (1994) writes that this form of episodic coverage “gives preference to the 

individual actors and human-interest angles in events while downplaying institutional and 

political considerations that establish the social context for those events” (p. 26).  

However, in a content analysis of television news coverage about racial 

inequality, Iyengar (1991) found that thematic frames – articles about racial 
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discrimination – outnumbered episodically framed articles (p. 48). Thematic coverage 

frames problems more abstractly, often taking the form of “takeout” or “background” 

stories (Iyengar, 1991, p. 14). In national coverage about the MU protests, a bevy of 

episodic coverage of protest events could demonstrate the existence of the protest 

paradigm. 

Examples of the protest paradigm 

 News articles are rife with examples of the protest paradigm. One 2005 study 

found that newspapers in Wisconsin covered protests less frequently over a period of 30 

years, suggesting that journalists used an increasingly higher threshold to decide which 

protests to cover (Boyle et al., 2005). Results from the study’s content analysis showed 

that, over the same period, the criticism newspapers gave the protests did not change 

(Boyle et al., 2005). The study typifies the protest paradigm, since journalists devoted an 

unchanging amount of criticism toward protests that challenged the status quo in 

increasingly deviant ways (Boyle et al., 2005). 

 Protests about racism have triggered the use of the protest paradigm. A qualitative 

textual analysis of New York Times coverage of the 1994 Rwandan genocide found that 

journalists relied on stereotypes in their coverage (Chari, 2010). Articles implied that 

conflict was inherent in African countries, minimized the Rwandan conflict by equating it 

with conflict in other African nations, and downplayed the severity of genocide by 

framing it as tribalism (Chari, 2010). The articles also framed Western governments and 

relief agencies as benevolent and saviors, frames that distracted from the genocide itself 

(Chari, 2010).  
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In a textual analysis studying portrayals of Malcom X and Martin Luther King in 

the New York Times, Washington Post, and Boston Globe, Josh Grimm (2015) found that 

the newspapers framed Malcom X with skepticism and criticism, perhaps because 

Malcom X advocated immediate, drastic change to the power structure. This portrayal is 

consistent with the protest paradigm. Conversely, King was framed as a positive and 

important leader in the Civil Rights movement, likely because he proposed more gradual 

change (Grimm, 2015).  

 Traditional news sources have adhered to the protest paradigm, even as new 

media have moved away from it. In a 2011 study of demonstrations following the 

resignation of Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, researchers found that coverage in The 

New York Times followed the protest paradigm, while non-traditional outlets, such as a 

blog and a New York Times’ columnist’s Twitter feed, did not (Harlow & Johnston, 

2011). The blog and Twitter feed used sympathetic frames in their coverage of the 

protests, while the Times framed the protests in more critical, dramatic tones typical of 

the paradigm (Harlow & Johnston, 2011). 

Protesters’ demands 

Reporters often ignore or give insufficient attention to protesters’ grievances in 

their coverage, namely because journalists rely heavily on documenting protesters’ tactics 

(McLeod, 2007; Smith et al., 2001). When beginning a protest, participants want the 

media to report on societal problems, but, more typically, journalists tend toward episodic 

coverage (Smith et al., 2001). Protesters frequently enumerate their demands and 

grievances, but if journalists report mainly on protesters’ tactics, discussion about 

demands falls by the wayside (Smith et al., 2001).  
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 Student protesters at MU released a set of demands to administrators in 2015, 

galvanizing a wave of black students at other universities to follow suit (Vandelinder & 

Serven, 2015; Ndemanu, 2017). Black students at more than 73 U.S. universities issued 

demands around the same time, which Michael Ndemanu (2017) analyzed. Demands for 

more minority faculty members, mandated diversity training for students and increased 

enrollment for students of color were among the top demands for most universities 

(Ndemanu, 2017). MU students’ demands included all three (Vandelinder & Serven, 

2015).  

 Research on protesters’ grievances is relevant to this study. Whether national 

news outlets reported on the reasons students protested – including the demands they 

made to administration – gives insight into how the newspapers framed events at MU. 

The absence of news reports mentioning MU students’ grievances may show a reliance 

by national reporters on the protest paradigm.  

Toward a new paradigm 

 Scholars have noted the shortcomings of research on the protest paradigm, 

positing that the framework does not accommodate the way emerging digital technology 

has changed the relationship between protesters and news outlets. Over time, protesters 

have adapted to the way journalists cover protests and may strategically design their 

protests specifically for media attention (Trivundža & Brlek, 2017). Protest groups often 

use representatives to act as liaisons to the press. The negativity associated with the 

protest paradigm does not consider modern news outlets that may promote political 

affiliations in line with protesters (Trivundža & Brlek, 2017). Some protest groups have 
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bypassed traditional media outlets entirely, favoring to use the Internet, door-to-door 

canvassing or telephone communication to promote their message (Smith et al., 2001).  

 Some newspaper coverage has avoided the conventions of the protest paradigm 

(Bishop, 2013; McLeod, 2007). McLeod (2007) noted a 2006 Los Angeles protest, “A 

Day Without Immigrants,” as an example of newspaper coverage that did not follow the 

paradigm. The protest was one of many across the U.S. that opposed increased 

restrictions on immigration, a contentious Congressional debate. The Los Angeles Times 

avoided the protest paradigm in its reporting (McLeod, 2007). News stories on the protest 

framed it in terms of its size and the positivity of the protesters. Reporters emphasized the 

peaceful nature of the protests, noting a lack of violence or clashes between police and 

protesters (McLeod, 2007). Expert sources, who often discredit protesters’ actions, were 

not frequently used (McLeod, 2007). McLeod (2007) notes that articles provided context 

about congressional immigration debates and outlined the grievances of the protesters 

instead of focusing on their tactics. The Los Angeles Times may have deviated from the 

protest paradigm because “A Day Without Immigrants” aligned closely with the public’s 

opinion on a controversial political subject (McLeod, 2007).  

 Other outlets have forgone the protest paradigm. Time Magazine dedicated its 

2011 person of the year issue to “the protester” (Bishop, 2013). The cover and inside 

stories painted protesters in a positive light, highlighting the influence of activism in local 

communities (Bishop, 2013). Time’s cover did not emphasize protests as controversial 

and did not stress violence or deviance (Bishop, 2013). The cover image framed 

protesters as brave and altruistic, not troublemakers and ne’er-do-wells, as journalists 

typically portray them through the protest paradigm (Bishop, 2013).  
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In a content analysis of St. Louis Post-Dispatch and New York Times articles, 

Mohamad Hamas Elmasry and Mohammed el-Nawawy (2017) found that journalists 

were sympathetic toward “Black Lives Matter” protests. The protests in Ferguson, a 

suburb of St. Louis, Missouri, began after the fatal shooting of Michael Brown, an 

unarmed black teenager, by white police officer Darren Wilson, who was never indicted 

in the shooting. The Times and Post-Dispatch articles did not follow the protest paradigm 

– few articles were about rioting, looting or violence. The newspapers did not rely on 

expert sources, citing the protesters involved more frequently (Elmasry & el-Nawawy, 

2017). Elmasry and el-Nawawy (2017) aver that this framing should not be written off as 

an isolated case and that it should be seen “as a potential indicator of the general patterns 

of media framing of protests that revolve around race,” (Elmasry & el-Nawawy, 2017, p. 

858).  

Coverage of Brown’s death and the resulting Black Lives Matter protests may 

have been sympathetic because the public had grown intolerant of police brutality toward 

African-Americans, and public opinion had shifted to condemn this violence (Elmasry & 

el-Nawawy, 2017). This conclusion is important when considering the MU protests. Both 

movements objected to racism and unequal treatment of black people in Missouri, and 

both became nationwide movements. MU protesters cited the Black Lives Matter 

movement as an inspiration for their activism (Miller, 2015). Therefore, it is possible that 

national reporting about MU could have adopted a sympathetic tone similar to national 

articles about Black Lives Matter.  

 Although previous literature indicates newspapers rely heavily on the protest 

paradigm, portraying protesters in a negative light, other studies have shown that 



16 

journalists sometimes do not adhere to the paradigm. Studies by Elmasry & el-Nawawy 

(2017) and McLeod (2007) show that newspapers may eschew the paradigm if public 

opinion has shifted toward the goals of the protesters. If public opinion was favorable 

toward MU student activists’ cause, it is possible the New York Times and Washington 

Post may not have relied on the protest paradigm in their reporting.  

History of racism at MU 

To provide an accurate, thorough depiction of race relations at MU, journalists 

would need to include information about MU’s long history of racism and racial 

segregation. The university, which was founded in 1839, was built using slave labor 

(Webner, 2014). MU founder James Sidney Rollins, known as “the father of the 

university,” owned more than 30 slaves (Webner, 2014). A dormitory at MU is still 

named after Rollins.  

After Missouri abolished slavery in 1865, the university enacted “separate but 

equal” segregation (“A Brief Timeline of Social Change,” n.d.). African-American 

students were denied entry, so Lincoln University was established for black students. In 

Gaines v. Canada, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of Lloyd Gaines, an African-

American student who had been denied admission to MU’s law school because of his 

race (“A Brief Timeline,” n.d.). Gaines applied to MU because Lincoln did not offer a 

law degree. The Supreme Court ruled in 1938 that failing to provide a law education for 

black students while offering one for whites was discriminatory. Gaines mysteriously 

disappeared a year later (“A Brief Timeline,” n.d.). In 1939, Lucile Bluford, an African-

American journalist, was admitted to the graduate program in the School of Journalism, 

but she was prohibited from enrolling in classes when the university discovered she was 
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black (“A Brief Timeline,” n.d.). She sued, and the Missouri Supreme Court ruled in 

Bluford’s favor two years later. By then, the graduate program had been closed, 

supposedly due to low enrollment during World War II (“A Brief Timeline,” n.d.). 

 MU did not admit its first African-American students until 1950 (“A Brief 

Timeline,” n.d.; Trachtenberg, 2018). The first black football players joined the team in 

1958 (“A Brief Timeline,” n.d.). Ten years later, students founded the Legion of Black 

Collegians, a black student government, to protest the university traditions of flying a 

Confederate flag and singing “Dixie” at football games. The year of its founding, the 

legion issued a list of demands to university of administration, including the hiring of 

more black faculty and the establishment of special scholarships for African-American 

students (“A Brief Timeline,” n.d.). Concerned Student 1950, named for the first year 

African-American students were admitted to MU, made a similar list of demands in 2015 

(Addo & Kohler, 2015). Arvarh Strickland became the first black professor at the school 

in 1969 and taught history at MU for nearly 30 years (“A Brief Timeline,” n.d.). 

Strickland criticized the university’s resistance to diversity, writing to the chancellor in 

1978: “You have not availed yourself of the diversity and broadened perspective which 

black faculty members can bring” (Trachtenberg, 2018, p. 7).  

 Acts of racism have happened on campus more recently. In 2010, two MU 

students were arrested after scattering cotton balls on the lawn of the university’s Black 

Culture Center (Wong, 2010). After Brown was fatally shot by Wilson, MU students held 

rallies and demonstrations to protest his death. Students formed MU4MikeBrown in 2014 

as an offshoot of the Black Lives Matter movement (Foley, 2015).  
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Research on MU protests 

 So far, just one unpublished study has been done about news coverage of 

Concerned Student 1950. In a quantitative content analysis, Jennifer Para (2017) found 

that regional and local newspapers departed from the protest paradigm in their reporting 

of events at MU. Most articles about MU used sympathetic frames, which Para ascribes 

to the nonviolence of the protest (Para, 2017). However, most articles focused on protest 

events such as marching, sit-ins and the protest campsite instead of efforts to improve 

minority treatment at MU (Para, 2017). Once the football team began its boycott, articles 

questioned whether the team had acted appropriately (Para, 2017).  

Quotes from Concerned Student 1950 leaders were absent from many articles, in 

part because the protesters frequently declined to talk to the press (Para, 2017). Para 

(2017) underscores that when the protesters did agree to interviews, they often did not 

cite the deeper reasons for their actions. She writes, “Most quotes, but not all, merely 

asked for Wolfe’s resignation instead of discussing exactly why they were protesting: to 

change the way minorities were treated on campus,” (Para, 2017, p. 69).  

Concerned Student 1950 leaders often bypassed news reporters, favoring Twitter 

and other social media platforms to disseminate their message. The bystanders quoted 

were often supportive of the protest. Para found that articles about the First Amendment, 

which stemmed from Melissa Click’s attempt to block a student journalist from filming 

the protests, distracted from the protest’s message (Para, 2017).  

Para concludes that regional newspapers made a conscious effort to contextualize 

the protests at MU, though at times their coverage still minimized the protesters’ efforts 

by failing to include the perspective of Concerned Student 1950’s leaders (Para, 2017). 
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This study’s analysis will build upon Para’s (2017) findings. If articles from the 

Washington Post and New York Times did not follow the protest paradigm, it could 

suggest widespread national support for people protesting racial injustice.  

A forthcoming article in the Kentucky Law Review by MU law professor Ben 

Trachtenberg (2018) analyzes the “constellation of dangerous conditions” that led to the 

unrest at MU (p. 28). Trachtenberg (2018) avers that the protests were a culmination of 

more than a year of simmering racial tension that stemmed from Michael Brown’s death. 

He also argues that a series of events at MU seemingly unrelated to race contributed to 

mounting anxiety on campus. Earlier in the 2015 fall semester, the university suddenly 

revoked graduate students’ health insurance subsidies but reinstated them after graduate 

students protested and vowed to unionize. Later that semester, the university hospital 

severed ties with the local Planned Parenthood clinic. That decision prevented the clinic 

from performing abortions, because a then-state law mandated that abortion-providers be 

affiliated with a local hospital. A special state House committee had compelled the 

university to cut ties with Planned Parenthood. Students protested the decision, and many 

believed the university succumbed to political pressure (Trachtenberg, 2018).  

Trachtenberg (2018) also examines why MU’s reputation, budget appropriations, 

and reputation suffered after the protests, even though students at other universities 

staged similar protests with few consequences. He attributes MU’s woes to university 

leaders, who were disorganized, hostile to one another, and slow to respond to the 

aggrieved students (Trachtenberg 2018). A poor working relationship between then-

Chancellor R. Bowen Loftin and Tim Wolfe was seen as especially detrimental 

(Trachtenberg, 2018).  
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The university also failed to respond swiftly to Melissa Click’s actions on 

Carnahan Quadrangle, opening the university to attacks in the national media and by the 

state legislature (Trachtenberg, 2018). When they did react, university leaders’ responses 

were uncoordinated (Trachtenberg, 2018). Ultimately, failed leadership, not the 

protesters, was responsible for the university’s crisis, Trachtenberg (2018) writes.  

Other studies have analyzed life on campus during the protests. A study by Evan 

Frederick, James Sanderson and Nicholas Schlereth (2017) found that social media 

activity during the week of Wolfe’s resignation was hostile toward the football team and 

student protesters. Many Facebook comments left on the University of Missouri Athletic 

Department page denied the existence of racism in the U.S. (Frederick et al., 2017). A 

few comments were supportive, but many insisted athletes should not participate in 

activism, downplayed the importance of the protesters’ cause, or accused the university 

of poor leadership (Frederick et al., 2017).  

 Although the study focuses on social media usage and not journalism, the 

sentiments of social media can reflect frames used in news coverage. Frederick, 

Sanderson and Schlereth (2017) write that, “negative associations work to deflect 

attention from the root issues of advocacy” (p. 28). They continue, “In making light of 

the incidents at Missouri and criticizing the players for advocacy, the context was shifted 

to the athletes, or the messengers, rather than the message itself” (Frederick et al., 2017, 

p. 28). News outlets that adhere to the protest paradigm could follow a similar pattern of 

deflection (McLeod, 2007). 

 First-person scholarly research on the protests depicts a tense environment on 

campus leading up to and following the protests. In a qualitative duo-ethnography, 
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Jonathan A. McElderry, a Ph.D. student and employee at MU’s Gaines/Oldham Black 

Culture Center, and Stephanie Hernandez Rivera, a Ph.D. student and coordinator of the 

campus Multicultural Center, detail their experience on campus during the protests 

(McElderry & Rivera, 2017). They list three main themes in their experience on campus: 

isolation, exhaustion and the feeling of being silenced and invisible (McElderry & 

Rivera, 2017). 

 This duo-ethnography is useful when studying how national newspapers framed 

the MU protests. McElderry and Rivera (2017) experienced the protests first-hand. Since 

they are scholars who do not specialize in mass communication, they are able to offer a 

singular perspective on media coverage not present in other research.  

The researchers note the incongruity between their own experiences in 2015 and 

depictions in the national media. McElderry and Rivera (2017) note in their duo-

ethnography that national coverage lacked insight from administrators: “mid-level 

administrator perspectives and stories have been largely absent from or misrepresented 

by mainstream media, which have often focused on students and their efforts or visible 

campus leaders and senior administrators” (McElderry & Rivera, 2017, p. 320). In his 

account, McElderry (2017) recalls threats made to the Black Culture Center following 

Wolfe’s resignation. The national media reported these threats, but no one from MU 

called or visited the center to check on students or employees (McElderry & Rivera, 

2017).  

 Protesters are often displeased with how news outlets portray protests (Smith et 

al., 2001), and MU was no exception. Rivera and McElderry (2017) were displeased with 

the media’s portrayal of the protests, though they do not discuss why. The two scholars 
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allude that top administrators were dishonest when talking to journalists about how 

events unfolded on campus. Rivera and McElderry (2017) write:  

Administrators across campus should understand what is happening on the ground 

and communication with stakeholders and the media should happen honestly and 

openly. Still the media are controlling the narrative at the university drawing 

assumptions, and coming to their own conclusions of what happened. (p. 335)   

McElderry writes repeatedly that he felt silenced and that top administrators did not care 

about his perspective (McElderry & Rivera, 2017). McElderry wanted to share his 

perspective with journalists but feared losing his job (McElderry & Rivera, 2017). 

Rivera, speaking for McElderry, writes that McElderry wished “he would have ensured 

that the counternarrative to what the media were displaying would have been told. For 

many it would have brought clarity and filled in the missing pieces of how things reached 

the level that it did” (McElderry & Rivera, 2017, p. 332).  

 The researchers contend that news outlets framed events dishonestly, perhaps 

because administrators or others involved in the protests did not speak to journalists. This 

perspective is valuable in an analysis of national coverage of the protests. Entman (1993) 

notes that missing voices are as telling as the sources used in creating a frame, and the 

voices journalists chose to include might indicate use of the protest paradigm.  

 Others have noted the role the news media played in disseminating protesters’ 

messages. Stephanie Shonekan (2017), a then-MU Black Studies professor, wrote in a 

qualitative account of her experience that she and her colleagues penned essays to both 

local newspapers and student newspapers to show solidarity with the protesters. Students 

felt anxious and were eager to discuss news reports about Black Lives Matter protests in 



23 

St. Louis, which began more than a year before protests at MU. Michael Brown’s death 

and the subsequent news coverage set an anticipatory tone on campus leading to the main 

events of the 2015 protests (Shonekan, 2017). Shonekan’s (2017) account is valuable in 

assessing the tone a national newspaper can set locally in its framing of racism on 

campus.   

Synthesis 

 Although there is little research about news coverage of the MU protests, existing 

research about life on campus that year depicts a tense environment that ineffective 

university leaders perpetuated (Trachtenberg, 2018). Administrators, students and 

professors were both reliant on and dissatisfied with national news coverage of events 

unfolding on MU’s campus (McElderry & Rivera, 2017; Shonekan, 2017). Social media 

posts during the week of Wolfe’s resignation suggest a resentful, cynical attitude from 

outsiders who heard about the football players going on strike (Frederick et al., 2017).  

Journalists portray events and people and institutions through frames, which 

highlight aspects of one idea or problem while shunning others (Entman, 1993). When 

framing protests, journalists tend to follow the protest paradigm, in which reports single 

out increasingly deviant or violent activity, ignore the basis of the protests and portray the 

protesters negatively. Journalists often discredit or ignore the protesters’ goals by 

covering tactics instead of the underlying issues that started the protest (McLeod, 2007). 

However, over time, newspapers have sometimes bucked the paradigm in favor of more 

balanced, positive protest coverage (Bishop, 2013; McLeod, 2007).  

 More research is necessary to see how national outlets framed the MU protests, 

both in November 2015, as the protests unfolded, and in the months and years that 
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followed. This research study aims to assess whether these newspapers adhered to the 

protest paradigm in their coverage of MU and the turmoil on campus in 2015, and if they 

did, how the paradigm manifested through framing in news articles.  

Research Questions 

RQ1: To what extent did the New York Times and Washington Post use the protest 

paradigm in their reporting on the MU protests and their aftermath?   

RQ2: How did national coverage of the protests shift after initial articles about protest 

events, including a shift to First Amendment issues? When did the shift(s) occur?  

RQ3: What role did the protest paradigm play in subsequent reporting in the two 

national newspapers? 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
       

 

 

Introduction 

The study used a qualitative textual analysis to analyze how national newspapers 

framed the protests at MU from 2015 to 2017. A qualitative study allows for rich data 

analyzation. People make sense of the world through texts, such as newspaper articles. 

Interpreting texts through a textual analysis allows the researcher to consider the 

relationship between the media and society – in this case, how national newspaper 

reporters interpreted racism on a college campus (Brennen, 2013, p. 204).  

Rationale 

A qualitative textual analysis allows the researcher to interpret the meanings that 

emerge from texts and how those meanings, including the language and visual images 

used, reveal a socially constructed reality (Brennen, 2013, p. 204). Bonnie Brennen, 

author of Qualitative Research Methods for Media Studies, posits that a textual analysis 

strives to draw complex conclusions that go beyond the texts’ strengths or weaknesses 

and accuracy or inaccuracy (Brennen, 2013, p. 2004). She writes: “Qualitative 

researchers look at the social practices, representations, assumptions and stories about our 

lives that are relevant to the texts” (2013, p. 204). When analyzing articles, the researcher 

considers the author’s intention, historical context, and cultural and economic 

relationships to link the texts to a larger societal theme (Brennen, 2013, p. 210).  

This qualitative method aims to draw out latent meaning from the texts (Flick, 

Scott & Metzler, 2014). Flick, Scott and Metzler (2014) write in The SAGE Handbook of 

Qualitative Data Analysis: “The focus of qualitative content analysis is more often on 
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providing a detailed description of the material under analysis” (p. 173). Quantitative 

analyses emphasize data collection, whereas a qualitative study focuses on analysis of 

text, language and material (Flick, Scott & Metzler, 2014). A qualitative textual analysis 

considers the relationship between different texts, the language the authors use, absences 

in the material and what broader meaning the texts reveal (Brennen, 2013, p. 214). The 

method allows the researcher to explore themes and language with more depth than a 

quantitative study.  

In a qualitative textual analysis, the researcher analyzes texts through a coding 

scheme made up of themes present in the texts (Flick, Scott & Metzler, 2014). Texts with 

similar themes are grouped under one code, allowing the researcher to synthesize a large 

amount of data (Flick, Scott & Metzler, 2014). These codes help the researcher compare 

and contrast information (Flick, Scott & Metzler, 2014). The codes urge the researcher to 

analyze articles outside of his or her own biases, since reading and grouping the data 

under a code requires the researcher to follow a systematic set of steps for each article 

(Flick, Scott & Metzler, 2014).  

A qualitative textual analysis is appropriate for this study because it allows the 

researcher to consider social factors, such as historical context, that may or may not have 

shaped national reporters’ coverage about MU. This method can provide insight into 

what national reports decided to include and omit in their reporting about MU and if 

journalists became entrapped in the protest paradigm instead of providing more 

comprehensive reports on the protests.  
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Sampling strategy 

The study analyzed every article about the protests at MU from 2015 through 

2017 published in both the New York Times and Washington Post. The two newspapers 

were selected because they are the national chronicles of record – both influence national 

policy and opinion, and they set the agenda for smaller newspapers’ coverage (Xu, 2013). 

Both the Times and Post wrote in-depth articles during the protests and continued to 

report on them weeks, months and years after the main events of the MU protests had 

passed. This study seeks to build upon previous research that analyzed coverage of the 

protests in local and regional newspapers.  

A total of 84 articles about the protests were published between September 16, 

2015, and July 10, 2017, in the two newspapers: 28 in the New York Times and 55 in the 

Washington Post. The articles were gathered through the newspapers’ online archives. 

The search term “University of Missouri” was used to identify the articles. A broad 

search term was used to avoid the unintentional omission of articles related to the 

protests.  

The articles included were directly related to the protests at MU or the national 

impact of the protests. Articles about issues that gained national prominence after the 

unrest at MU, including free speech and racism on college campuses were included if 

they recognized the MU protests for questions raised about relevant issues.   

To cull the search results, articles written by wire services and articles published 

before 2015 were eliminated, as were editorials and op-ed pieces. Articles that used the 

term “University of Missouri” but were not about the protests were eliminated. Articles 

that mention the protests but were not directly related to the incidents that form the 
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parameters of this study were also eliminated. A total of 485 articles were eliminated: 

185 from the Times and 300 from the Post.  

From 2015 to 2017, reporters have alluded to the protests in unrelated articles 

without contributing new reporting about the events; these articles were eliminated from 

the study too. For example, a November 2016 article in the New York Times, “Professor 

Watchlist Is Seen as Threat to Academic Freedom,” was excluded (Mele, 2016). The 

article states that Melissa Click was fired after threatening a student on the quadrangle 

during the protests at MU. The article was not included in this study because it did not 

offer new reporting or analysis about the protests.  

Coding procedures 

The study used two methods of qualitative textual analysis: conventional content 

analysis and the constant comparison method. For a conventional content analysis, the 

researcher first reads the texts multiple times and then documents themes that emerge. 

For the constant comparison method, the researcher establishes themes as texts are read 

by comparing each text to the previous one.  

Conventional content method of analysis 

The conventional content analysis method was used to analyze how the subject of 

newspaper coverage of the protests shifted over time. In a conventional content analysis, 

outlined by Hsiu-Fang Hsieh and Sarah E. Shannon (2005) in “Three Approaches to 

Qualitative Content Analysis,” the researcher does not establish themes, keywords or 

categories within the data before reading the texts (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). Instead, 

“[r]esearchers immerse themselves in the data to allow new insights to emerge,” (Hsieh 

and Shannon, 2005).  
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 With the conventional approach, the researcher documents his or her first 

impressions of the data. After reading the texts, codes are created based on the themes 

that emerge. Codes are sorted into categories based on common themes. The researcher 

should ideally find between 10 and 15 clusters of codes (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). This 

approach allows the researcher to analyze data without preconceived notions (Hsieh and 

Shannon, 2005).   

 The articles for this study were read three times using this approach. During the 

first read-through, the researcher took notes, paying close attention to word choice and 

patterns in the texts. The researcher observed whether the articles focused on racism as 

the topic of their coverage. From this, she noted the words used to describe racism and 

the sources used when discussing it. The length of the articles was not a factor in the 

coding process.  

When the articles were read a second time, two broad themes emerged: articles 

that documented the events during the protest, and articles that analyzed the events or 

students’ experiences with discrimination on campus. For example, on Nov. 9, 2015, The 

Washington Post published “U. Missouri president, chancellor resign over handling of 

racial incidents.” The article chronicles protest events: the resignations, student 

protesters’ reaction, and statements from the university. A Post article from Nov. 10, 

“Protest shows colleges are once again becoming civil rights battlegrounds,” does not 

document news from the protest, but analyzes the rise of activism on college campuses 

through the lens of MU.  

Coding was done when the researcher read the articles a third time. Codes 

developed as the researcher considered how the subject of protest coverage changed over 
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time. Protest coverage began with articles that documented protest events. As time 

passed, reporters broadened their scope to analyze the environment at MU and how other 

universities reacted to the protests.  

During coding, a third theme was added, and articles under each of the three 

themes were categorized into sub-themes. The three themes were: protest events, analysis 

of campus climate, and perspectives of outsiders. There were a total of 12 sub-themes. 

Protest events had four sub-themes: Click controversy, activists’ influence, chaos at MU 

and Pinkel. Analysis of campus climate had five sub-themes: divided campus, inequality, 

history behind protests, free speech, and university disaster. Perspectives of outsiders had 

three sub-themes: reaction from other campuses’ leaders, other protests, and politics.  

 

Protest events 

 This theme included “hard news” articles about the protests, including: the racist 

incidents reported by MU students, protests staged by Concerned Student 1950, Wolfe’s 

resignation, actions taken by the university to ameliorate unrest, and Melissa Click’s 

confrontation with a student and subsequent firing by the university. This category served 

as a starting point to track whether and how newspapers shifted their protest coverage, 

since initial coverage almost exclusively documented protest events as they unfolded.  

 Four sub-themes themes emerged in this category: Click controversy, activists’ 

influence, chaos at MU and Pinkel. Articles pegged Click controversy were about Melissa 

Click and the outrage surrounding her actions on the day of Wolfe’s resignation. Articles 

listed under Activists’ influence shaped the protests as a victory for black student 

activists. Articles included in Chaos at MU reported the turmoil at MU as an outcome of 
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the protest events. This category included articles about social media threats toward black 

students following Wolfe’s resignation and articles about campus leaders’ perceived 

failure to gain control of the campus during the protests or in the months afterward. 

Pinkel included articles about football coach Gary Pinkel’s decision to support the team’s 

boycott of future football games as a result of the protests.  

 

Campus climate 

 Articles under analysis of campus climate explored the tone and environment at 

MU during and after the protests. Articles in this category were more analytical than 

coverage of breaking news, examining the protests in terms of the university culture for 

minority students, the history of race relations on campus, and the long-term effects of 

the protests.  

 There were five sub-themes in this category: divided campus, inequality, history 

behind protests, free speech, and university disaster. Divided campus included articles 

that characterized unrest at MU as the product of a disagreement about how to mitigate 

racism. Conversely, this category also included articles about how the football team 

bridged these divides through its boycott. Inequality included articles detailing students’ 

experiences with discrimination at MU and other universities. Articles in History behind 

protests explored the protesters’ inspirations, including Ferguson and the civil rights 

movement. Articles in Free speech discussed whether students thought their free speech 

rights were violated by the protesters. Articles in University disaster detailed MU’s 

enrollment and funding woes following the protests.  

 



32 

Outsiders’ perspectives 

Articles in this category documented how people outside MU reacted to the 

protests. Three sub-themes emerged in this category: reaction from other campuses’ 

leaders, other protests, and politics. Reaction from other campuses’ leaders included 

reactions to MU from football coaches and administrators at other universities. Articles in 

Other protests detailed movements in solidarity with MU at other colleges. Articles 

included in Politics documented politicians’ reaction to the protests. Some articles in this 

category characterized the protests as a clash between liberals and conservatives.    

 

Constant comparative method of analysis 

Since two of this study’s research questions consider whether national newspapers 

relied on the protest paradigm frame, the constant comparative method of analysis was 

used to test for the presence of the paradigm. Constant comparative analysis, a common 

way to analyze qualitative data, allows a researcher to test hypotheses without the rigidity 

of coding the texts before reading them (Glaser, 1965). According to Barney Glaser 

(1965), constant comparison “is concerned with generating and plausibly suggesting (not 

provisionally testing) many properties and hypotheses about a general phenomenon” (p. 

437). The method is performed by categorizing data, comparing each piece to the 

previous one to ensure that the categorization is accurate and consistent (Glaser, 1965). 

This approach allows for fluidity and creativity in analysis (Glaser, 1965).  

For this study, the data was categorized according to common characteristics of 

the protest paradigm to test for its existence in articles about MU. The researcher used 

three sets of dichotomies to evaluate the presence of a protest paradigm frame. Each 



33 

article was categorized as episodic or thematic, sympathetic or unsympathetic toward the 

protesters, and the use of official or unofficial sources. Episodic and unsympathetic 

coverage is indicative of the protest paradigm, and a reliance on official sources adheres 

to the paradigm because officials tend to discredit protesters. In line with the constant 

comparison method, the researcher compared her findings on each article with the one 

previous, evaluating and revaluating her decision to fit an article within a particular 

category.  

To decide whether each article was sympathetic or unsympathetic, the researcher 

considered several factors. She coded articles as “sympathetic” if the article: explained 

the cause of the protest, allowed protesters express their grievances, highlighted the 

peaceful nature of the demonstrations, or portrayed protesters as activists fighting for 

justice. The researcher coded articles as “unsympathetic” if they emphasized 

inconveniences caused by the protesters or portrayed their cause as irrational or 

disruptive. The researcher modeled her coding of sympathy based on research by Harlow 

& Johnston (2011) and Elmasry and el-Nawawy (2017), who used similar codes to 

analyze for sympathy within protest news coverage.  

To code articles as episodic or thematic, the researcher considered how reporters 

treated “breaking news” events. Articles were coded as episodic if they primarily 

described protest events or covered breaking news about the protest demonstrations. 

Articles that analyzed these breaking news events, the discrimination black students 

described, or the protests’ causes were coded as thematic. Articles that included at least 

one quote from an unofficial source were coded as “unofficial.” Articles that relied solely 

on official sources were coded “official.” Official sources included university 
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administrators and leaders, experts and politicians. Athletic directors and coaches, 

including Gary Pinkel, were also considered official sources. Unofficial sources included 

students, alumni, activists and bystanders. Melissa Click was considered an unofficial 

source, and so were other professors and staff at MU who were quoted as bystanders to 

the protest movement.  

The researcher modeled her approach in part after Michael T. Ndemanu’s (2017) 

study on black student activists’ demands, since this study also used a qualitative textual 

analysis and analyzed a subject that stemmed from events at MU. Ndemanu (2017) used 

the constant comparison method and coded his texts based on several broad themes, 

which became more specific as he continued to read and analyze the texts.  

The researcher was a journalism student at MU during the protests, and she 

reported on the events and the state legislature’s response for the Columbia Missourian. 

When applicable, the researcher used her own knowledge of the protests as a benchmark 

for assessing national coverage. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis 

 

 

 
 The analysis section considers the three research questions in numerical order. 

The researcher restates the research questions and reiterates the characteristics of the 

protest paradigm to precede the article analysis. The questions are answered based on 

themes that emerged from the study of 84 relevant articles in the Washington Post and 

New York Times. Below is a table showing the researcher’s coding process, which 

informed the answers to the research questions. 

  

 

 SYMPATHETIC UNSYMPATHETIC 

EPISODIC - Interview protesters 

- Elaborate on reasons for protests 

- Highlight peaceful nature of 

protest 

- Portray protesters as activists 

fighting for justice 

- Description of events 

- “Breaking news” coverage 

- Emphasize protesters as 

disruptive 

- Highlight inconveniences 

caused by protest 

- Description of events 

- “Breaking news” coverage 

THEMATIC - Interview protesters 

- Elaborate on reasons for protests 

- Highlight peaceful nature of 

protest 

- Portray protesters as activists 

fighting for justice 

- Analysis of protest events or 

causes 

- Analysis of discrimination on 

campus 

- Emphasize protesters as 

disruptive 

- Highlight inconveniences 

caused by protest  

- Analysis of protest events 

or causes 

- Analysis of discrimination 

on campus 
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RQ1: To what extent did the New York Times and Washington Post use 

the protest paradigm in their reporting on the MU protests and their 

aftermath?  

To answer this question, the researcher evaluated the initial newspaper 

coverage of the protests, since the second and third research questions are 

concerned with follow-up coverage in articles published after the actual 

protests. The researcher designated September 16, 2015, as the start of the 

protest coverage in the two newspapers. On that day, the Washington Post 

published its first article about a racist incident at MU, nearly two months 

before the New York Times began its reporting. Nov. 13, 2015, the Friday after 

Tim Wolfe’s resignation, was designated as the last day of the newspapers’ 

initial coverage. By Nov. 13, the protests themselves had ended and campus 

was operating on a normal schedule. All articles after Nov. 13 were 

categorized as follow-up coverage. The newspapers published 49 articles 

about the actual protests: 11 in the New York Times and 38 in the Washington 

Post.  

 

FINDINGS 

1. The two newspapers adhered to the protest paradigm by publishing the 

vast majority of articles without contextual information about MU’s 

history of racial discrimination.   

Reporters who adhere to the protest paradigm often fail to consider the context 

that prompted the protest. If readers do not understand the context for the protest 
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movement, they may judge it as pointless and view the protesters as irrational. History 

and context help explain why the protests unfolded at MU (Trachtenberg, 2018). Between 

Sept. 16 and Nov. 13, 2015, the Times and Post reported on MU’s history of racial 

discrimination in just five articles. Although both newspapers credit protests in Ferguson 

as inspiration for Concerned Student 1950, only five of 49 articles discuss MU’s own 

history of racism: three in the Times and two in the Post. 

Times reporters mention protests in Ferguson as an inspiration for the MU protests 

in three of 11 initial stories. Post reporters cite Ferguson in six of 38 initial articles. 

Jonathan Butler, the graduate student who began a hunger strike, told the Post on Nov. 6 

that he was disappointed MU did not respond to Michael Brown’s death:  

There was national coverage, so for the school to not cover that or really address  

that, and we are only two hours away, I think was a huge mistake on their part and 

contributed to the current cultural environment we have. (Miller, 2015)  

The Times notes on Nov. 9 that Butler had participated in the Ferguson protests (Eligon 

& Pérez-Peña, 2015). The Post uses Ferguson as the first event on a November timeline 

of events that led to Wolfe and Loftin’s resignations (Izadi, 2015). The timeline states 

that Concerned Student 1950 evolved from an earlier group, MU4MikeBrown, that was 

established after Brown’s death (Izadi, 2015).  

Racial discrimination at MU has been an issue since the university was founded in 

1839, but the newspapers mostly omit this historical context. Both newspapers point out 

that Concerned Student 1950 was named for the year black students gained entry to the 

university, but the journalists do not discuss in-depth MU’s history of segregation.  
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Similarly, both newspapers report that Mike Middleton, an alumnus and former 

deputy chancellor at MU who became the interim university system president after Wolfe 

resigned, helped found the Legion of Black Collegians in the 1960s and penned a list of 

demands to the then-chancellor (Pérez-Peña, 2015; Larimer & Svrluga, 2015). The Times 

and Post quote Middleton: “We’ve got to understand the ugly, ugly history that 

permeates everything we do in our institutions in this country” (Pérez-Peña, 2015; 

Larimer & Svrluga, 2015). Neither newspaper, however, discusses the civil rights 

movement in the context of MU. There is little examination of Middleton’s own 

encounters with racism at MU or his efforts to ameliorate racism as an administrator, 

which local media covered (Ahern, 2015).  

Even though the newspapers explain MU’s connection to Ferguson, omissions 

about the deeper history of discrimination show a reliance on the protest paradigm to 

report the events episodically without history or context. There are no articles about 

Lucile Bluford or Lloyd Gaines, major historical figures who were denied entry to MU 

based on their race. Local media covered MU’s history of stalled diversity initiatives, but 

the national newspapers did not (Addo & Kohler, 2015). The newspapers devoted little 

coverage to racist acts that happened at MU before the protests. For example, the 

Confederate flag was once flown on campus, “Dixie” was sung at football games, and 

“slave parades” were part of homecoming celebrations (Trachtenberg, 2018). The Post 

wrote broadly about the history of activism on college campuses but did not mention any 

efforts at MU specifically (Miller, 2015). Students protested over racist incidents at least 

twice in MU’s history, but neither newspaper detailed those protests (Burnes, 2014, p. 

174).  
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One article, published in the Post on Nov. 6, notes that Missouri was a slave state, 

but neither newspaper acknowledges the state’s history of racial discrimination (Miller, 

2015). Missouri was the site of the landmark Supreme Court decision Dred Scott v. 

Sanford. Missouri was a border state in the Civil War, and both Kansas City and St. 

Louis, the metropolitan hubs of the state, have a history of racial segregation.   

The Times deviated from the protest paradigm in a Nov. 10 article titled “A real 

Missouri ‘Concerned Student 1950’ speaks, at age 89.” The article recounts the 

experience of the first African-American student to receive a master’s degree at MU 

(Wines, 2015). In the article, Gus T. Ridgel remembers discrimination he faced from 

administrators after he was admitted in 1950, and, conversely, the support he received 

from fellow students (Wines, 2015). He told the Times: “It’s distressing, after this long 

period of time, that there would be racial incidents that would precipitate that kind of 

reaction (from Concerned Student 1950). I had no idea that such an atmosphere existed” 

(Wines, 2015). This article does not follow the protest paradigm because it provides 

historical context to enhance readers’ understanding of the campus climate that 

contributed to black students’ discontent at MU in 2015.  

 

2. Both newspapers adhered to the protest paradigm when they ignored a 

series of events unrelated to racism that created tension on campus.  

The two newspapers largely omit discussion of other factors at MU that 

contributed to campus unrest. Tension at MU did not begin with Concerned Student 

1950. Problems had simmered since the beginning of the fall 2015: Tim Wolfe and R. 

Bowen Loftin could not work together, and students were frustrated by the way MU 
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handled Planned Parenthood and graduate students’ health insurance (Trachtenberg, 

2018).  

The Times and Post each allude to these factors in two articles, but neither 

explains their implications. This omission of the underlying context for a protest is a facet 

of the protest paradigm. Readers of national coverage may have inferred that protesters – 

or race – were the sole reason for unrest at MU.  

Both newspapers fail to explain infighting between Wolfe and Loftin, which 

contributed to escalating turmoil at MU. Loftin’s strained relationship with faculty and 

other administrators was well-documented by local news media. In October, nine deans 

asked Wolfe to fire Loftin, and the English Department voted “no confidence” in Loftin’s 

leadership days before Wolfe’s resignation (Kovacs, 2015; Vandelinder, 2015). Some 

deans were “openly contemptuous” toward Loftin and accused him of forcing out a 

medical school dean who resigned in September 2015 (Trachtenberg, 2018, p. 28). 

Leaders communicated poorly about graduate students’ health insurance, and 

communication lagged throughout the protests (Huguelet, 2016; Trachtenberg, 2018). 

Furthermore, Wolfe and Loftin blamed each other for the discontent on campus 

(Trachtenberg, 2018). Trachtenberg (2018) observes, “It should surprise no one that this 

leadership team responded slowly and inadequately to crises” (p. 29).  

The Times mentions, but does not expand on, this behind-the-scenes tension. On 

the day Wolfe resigned, the Times writes: “State officials said that behind the scenes, 

there had been growing dissension among university leaders, and that Mr. Wolfe had 

wanted the Board of Curators to fire Mr. Loftin” (Eligon & Pérez-Peña, 2015). The same 

article states: “Deans of nine of its schools called for Mr. Loftin’s removal” the week 
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before Wolfe resigned (Eligon & Pérez-Peña, 2015). The Columbia Tribune reported that 

the deans had also met with Wolfe and Loftin in early October to talk about growing 

tension on campus (“Deans, faculty members”, 2015), but the Times does not include that 

information.  

The Times article goes on to summarize the non-race-related events that stoked 

controversy, including the withdrawal of graduate students’ insurance and severed ties 

with Planned Parenthood (Eligon & Pérez-Peña, 2015). The Times does not mention 

these factors again or explain further.  

The Post’s coverage of these events is even more sparse. The Post reported on 

Nov. 9 that Wolfe drew ire after graduate students’ health insurance was revoked (Miller, 

2015). Butler references Planned Parenthood’s relationship with the university in a 

question-and-answer interview: “The campus climate here at the University of Missouri 

is an ugly one … when issues come up, whether it’s sexual assault, whether it’s Planned 

Parenthood, whether it’s racism, it gets swept under the rug” (Lowery, 2015). The Post 

does not expound on these statements, and Loftin and Wolfe’s relationship is not 

mentioned at all.   

 

3. The newspapers departed from the protest paradigm frame when they 

avoided an overemphasis on social media threats toward students.  

 Articles about violence and arrests typify the protest paradigm. Journalists are 

drawn to articles about violence because these events are newsworthy and draw readers 

(Smith et al, 2001). Articles about arrests or violence associated with protests tend to be 

episodic and obscure the underlying reasons for the protest (Lee, 2014). The protesters at 
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MU were peaceful, but the campus was set on edge the day after Wolfe resigned. A 

student at another Missouri university posted an anonymous threat toward black students 

on the social media app Yik Yak, and other rumors of violence circulated on social 

media. Many professors cancelled classes the day after the threat was posted, and the 

student was arrested and charged in connection with the threat.  

Neither newspaper devotes significant attention to the threats. The Post discusses 

the threats in 10 of 38 articles, and the Times mentions the threats in only one article. 

Articles about violence that adhere to the protest paradigm tend to distract readers from 

the reasons for the protest or its benefits. The Times and Post avoid the protest paradigm 

because they reiterate the protesters’ goals in most articles about the social media threats.  

 Articles combine information about the threats with context about the reasons for 

the protests and students’ perspectives. Six of the 11 articles reiterate students’ 

experience with racism or give their reactions to the threats. For example, in an article 

about the threats, the Post quotes a tweet from Concerned Student 1950: “We’re not 

afraid. You clearly are” (Larimer & Svrluga, 2015). Eight of the articles include 

statements from officials, including Yik Yak’s founder (Dewey, 2015), that condemn 

threats and hateful speech or affirm the goals of the protesters. Six articles discuss 

movements in solidarity with MU in tandem with their explanation of the social media 

threats. Pomona College president David Oxtoby told the Post on Nov. 13 that he 

supported the students: “There have been a lot of words – now it’s time for action” 

(Anderson, Larimer & Svrluga, 2015). 

 One Post article published on Nov. 10 adheres to the protest paradigm, however. 

The article implies violence by the protesters, even though they were among the targets 
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of the Yik Yak threats. The article recounts an email sent by MU professor Dale Brigham 

that urged students to attend class despite the threats (Miller, 2015). Brigham’s email 

drew intense criticism from students, who called it tone deaf and insensitive (Miller, 

2015). The article appears to shift blame to the protesters; it veers to interview professors 

who “can go from being educators to the accused in the blink of an eye” if students 

disagree with them (Miller, 2015). The article quotes two professors who say they are 

“terrified” and “scared” of their liberal students (Miller, 2015). The article’s headline, 

“‘Grow up,’ tweets former Mizzou football star to students who slammed ‘hero’ 

professor,” paints the protesters as adversaries and implies they should not have taken the 

threats seriously (Miller, 2015).  

 

4. The two newspapers departed from the protest paradigm frame when 

they devoted attention to the students’ reasons for protesting and allowed 

them to express their grievances.   

Reports that follow the protest paradigm typically emphasize protest tactics 

instead of protesters’ rationale. Excessive coverage of tactics can depict protesters as 

lawless, and readers may in turn be unfairly critical of them. The Post and Times, 

however, did not focus solely on protesters’ tactics in their initial reports. Of the 49 

articles published on or before Nov. 13, 33 explain why students decided to protest. 

Although reporters covered the MU protesters’ tactics, they added depth to their coverage 

through interviews with protest leaders and students who experienced racial 

discrimination. Articles that adhered to the paradigm may have omitted in-depth 
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interviews with the protest leaders or may have relied only on official statements or social 

media posts from the protest group. 

More than half of initial articles supplement coverage of protest tactics with 

statements from protesters about their rationale. In the Times, nine of 11 initial articles 

included statements from protesters about their reasons for protesting. Twenty-four of 38 

initial articles in the Post included protesters’ statements or analysis to explain their 

rationale. The Post allotted the most attention to protesters’ grievances before Wolfe’s 

resignation. Articles that leave out this explanation were published after Wolfe resigned, 

and many are about Melissa Click. 

The Post dedicated several articles to protest leaders’ rationale before Wolfe 

resigned. The Post’s first article about MU, published on Sept. 16, 2015, details then-

student body president Payton Head’s response after he was called the n-word on 

campus. Head gained campus-wide attention after he posted about the incident on 

Facebook (Svrluga, 2015). The Post article was published more than a month before 

protesting began, so it does not document protest tactics or depict Head as combative. 

Instead, the reporter categorizes racism as a systemic problem. She quotes Head: “This 

story is not just something that happens here. It’s not a Mizzou issue. It’s a societal issue. 

And very few people are privileged to have the voice to speak up that people will listen 

to” (Svrluga, 2015).  

In two interviews with Jonathan Butler, the Post takes care to note the reasons he 

began a hunger strike (Miller, 2015). In one interview, published three days before Wolfe 

resigned, Butler criticizes the university for what he saw as meager efforts to mitigate 

racism. He tells the Post:  
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Students … bare our souls and tell very painful stories but … our lives are still not 

valued. At some point, after spending all that energy telling people that I deserve 

to be recognized as a human like my existence matters, at a certain point you are 

putting people in a corner. (Miller, 2015)  

Including Butler’s perspective through an interview adds nuance to the reporting and 

allows readers a deeper understanding for the reasons he took extreme measures in his 

protest.  

A Nov. 13 Post article chronicles MU football players’ experience with 

discrimination. In the article, the reporter portrays the team’s boycott as an effort that 

created common ground between black students and athletes (Culpepper, 2015). Reporter 

Chuck Culpepper (2015) writes that students were “(wary) of the message getting lost” 

by the controversy associated with the boycott, however. He continues:  

‘That never should be the highlight,’ (MU junior Darius) Thurston said, ‘because 

neither the football players nor Jonathan Butler want people to think that they 

want to be the highlight of what’s going on. They’re all fighting the same fight. 

(Culpepper, 2015)  

The reporter makes a point of noting the goal behind the boycott, which goes beyond 

typical articles that follow the protest paradigm.   

Both newspapers enumerate student protesters’ demands in their initial reports. 

The Post dedicated an article to Concerned Student 1950’s demands on Nov. 10, the day 

after Wolfe resigned (Svrluga, 2015). The Times provided a link to the demands on Nov. 

12 (Pérez-Peña, 2015). Both newspapers quote Mike Middleton, who spoke about the 

demands in a news conference. Middleton was appointed interim president of the 
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university system after Wolfe resigned. The Post quotes Middleton: “‘It is clear to me 

that a first step is to devote our attention to addressing those demands,’ Middleton said, to 

ensure that all feel safe and comfortable and all four campuses are living up to their 

histories and their ideals” (Larimer & Svrluga, 2015). Articles that follow the protest 

paradigm typically omit mention of protesters’ demands.  

Other articles avoid a reliance on protest tactics through descriptions of black 

students’ experiences with racial discrimination on campus. Racism and segregation at 

MU were “woven into the fabric of everyday life,” Times reporter John Eligon (2015) 

writes on Nov. 11. A Nov. 12 Times article by Katie Rogers (2015) broadens the 

conversation to other universities. The article compiles tweets with the hashtag 

#BlackOnCampus to convey black students’ everyday experiences with discrimination. 

One tweet reads: “White teachers & students constantly amazed at how ‘eloquent’ I am & 

surprised at how knowledgeable I am #BlackOnCampus” (Rogers, 2015). Mention of 

protest tactics – protesters’ campsite on the quadrangle, Butler’s hunger strike, and 

demonstrations by students – are sparse in these articles. 

 

RQ2: How did national coverage of the protests shift after initial articles 

were published about protest events, including a shift to First 

Amendment issues? When did the shift(s) occur?  

The two newspapers published a total of 35 articles after Nov. 13, the last date 

of initial protest coverage. Eleven follow-up articles were published in 2015, 

22 were published in 2016, and two in 2017. The Times devoted more 

attention to follow-up coverage than to the actual protest events. It published a 
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total of 17 articles after Nov. 13, compared with 11 before that date. The Post 

published 18 follow-up articles, compared with 38 initial stories.  

 

FINDINGS 

1. Fallout from communications professor Melissa Click’s actions during a 

confrontation on the quadrangle on Nov. 9, 2015, dominated much of the 

shift in coverage after the initial protest. The shift occurred between 

January and March of 2016 when Click was charged with misdemeanor 

assault, investigated and then fired from the university for her actions.  

On the day of Wolfe’s resignation, communications professor Melissa Click 

attempted to block Mark Schierbecker, a student journalist, from filming Concerned 

Student 1950 protesters at their campsite. Students had linked arms and formed a circle 

around the campsite to block reporters’ access to the tent city, which was set up in the 

middle of a public quadrangle. Schierbecker had gained entry and was filming, at which 

point Click called for “some muscle” to remove him. He posted a video of the encounter 

online that shows Click grabbing Schierbecker’s camera and repeatedly telling him to 

“get out.”  

Schierbecker’s video also documented a confrontation between the protesters and 

Tim Tai, a student photojournalist at MU on a freelance assignment for ESPN. Tai was 

trying to take pictures of the campsite but was blocked by the protesters who had linked 

arms. The protesters and a staff member from the Office of Greek Life repeatedly told 

Tai to leave, sometimes yelling and walking forward in attempt to force him to back up. 
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Tai stood his ground and insisted the First Amendment protected his right to take 

photographs.  

The video was widely viewed, and Click was vilified by the public. Her 

confrontation drew fierce criticism from state lawmakers, MU faculty, administrators and 

free speech advocates. She was stripped of her School of Journalism courtesy 

appointment, investigated by the university, and fired in February 2016.  

Both newspapers wrote about Melissa Click more frequently as they documented 

her clash and the aftermath. Click’s actions are mentioned in 14 of the 35 articles 

published after Nov. 13. She is the subject of 11 of those articles: three in the Times and 

eight in the Post. Both newspapers wrote about Click before Nov. 13, but with less 

frequency. She was the subject of five articles before Nov. 13. These documented the 

initial confrontation with Schierbecker and Click’s resignation of her Journalism School 

courtesy appointment.   

News coverage of Click after Nov. 13 is almost entirely episodic. These episodic 

reports document the backlash to her actions and were published between January 2016, 

when Click was charged with misdemeanor assault, and March of that year. The 

university system Board of Curators voted to fire her in late February. The Post wrote 

nine articles about MU in that time frame, seven of which were about Click.  

Articles about Click in both the Times and Post are nearly identical in content. 

Both newspapers wrote articles when Click was charged with misdemeanor assault, when 

state lawmakers called for her to be fired, when the university suspended Click, and when 

the Board of Curators voted to fire her.  
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The Post wrote about a second video originally published by the Columbia 

Missourian that showed Click yelling at police during MU’s homecoming parade in 

October 2015. Additionally, the Post wrote articles when Click appealed her termination 

and when the American Association of University Professors criticized the university for 

firing her.  

Only one article covers Click’s actions thematically. The Times interviewed Click 

on Feb. 19, 2016 about the reasons for her outburst. She tells the Times that when she 

watches the video of her confrontation: “I see someone dealing with a high-stress 

situation who gets flustered … I see somebody who’s trying to do her best to help 

marginalized students” (Victor, 2016). The article explores Click’s attempt to rebuild her 

public image with the help of a public relations firm.  

 

2. Coverage shifted in early 2016 and again in 2017 to be more critical of the 

protesters. The shift occurred as public opinion toward the protesters and 

Melissa Click became more negative.  

After Nov. 13, articles included more criticism of Concerned Student 1950 and its 

supporters, including Melissa Click. Fifteen of the 35 articles – 43 percent – published 

after Nov. 13 included criticism toward the protesters or other people who supported their 

movement. Before Nov. 13, only 14 of 49 articles – 28 percent – included criticism of the 

protesters. This shift toward more negative coverage occurred twice in the protest news 

cycle. The shift first occurred at the beginning of 2016, when Click came under fire from 

the university. The second shift occurred in 2017, when the two newspapers revisited the 

protests in retrospective articles.  



50 

 More than half of articles – nine of 16 – published between December 2015 and 

March 2016 portray the protests negatively. Click is the subject of eight of these articles.  

The articles often depict Click’s actions as one facet of ongoing chaos on MU’s campus, 

even though actual protests had ended in November 2015. On Jan. 28, 2016, Post reporter 

Michael Miller (2016) writes that Click had “divide(d) the community” and that “the 

college town of Columbia, Mo., remains in deep turmoil.” On Feb. 25, the day the Board 

of Curators fired Click, the Post states Click symbolized “a public university system in 

chaos” (Svrluga, 2016).  

In other articles, officials outside Missouri disparage the protesters. A December 

2015 Times article recounts a letter posted online by an Oklahoma college president, who 

chastised student protesters as “self-absorbed and narcissistic” (Hartocollis, 2015). 

Presidential candidate Donald Trump lambasted Concerned Student 1950 and university 

leaders, which the Times covered but the Post did not (Rappeport, 2015). A Post article 

titled “Obama to campus protesters: Don’t ‘shut up’ opposing viewpoints” suggests 

President Barack Obama disapproved of student activism (Wang, 2015). Obama had 

“express(ed) concern that campus protesters can display an intolerance towards opposing 

perspectives” (Wang, 2015). Both newspapers, however, ignored earlier comments from 

Obama that praised Concerned Student 1950, which both the Kansas City Star and 

Columbia Missourian reported.  

The shift toward negativity is evident in a comparison between two articles about 

Wolfe. In a January 2016 article, Post reporter Miller includes excerpts from a letter 

penned by Wolfe that blames a number of people for the protests’ escalation, including 

Mike Middleton, football coach Gary Pinkel, and R. Bowen Loftin. Miller’s (2016) 
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article does not include responses from any of the people Wolfe named, even though 

most of them told other media outlets the accusations were inaccurate or unfair. Miller’s 

(2016) article serves as a sharp contrast to a November 2015 Post article that analyzes 

Wolfe’s resignation speech. In the November article, two experts on race dissect Wolfe’s 

words. The experts approach Wolfe’s speech with skepticism and question his sincerity. 

One concludes:  

Rather than address the substance of the students' concerns … the president is 

criticizing them for protesting loudly and, I guess, shutting down their football 

games. And right there, you see the kernel of the problem on this campus. The 

university president fails to understand the circumstances the students are 

contending with and essentially dismisses them. (Ross, 2015)   

 The later article about Wolfe’s letter article eliminates the nuance and context necessary 

to understand the protest. The omission demonstrates the Post’s shift toward criticism of 

the protesters; the earlier articles analyzed student activists’ grievances extensively.  

 The Times and Post each published one article about the protests in 2017, and 

both regard the movement unfavorably. The articles follow half a year nearly eight 

months of silence about the protests from both newspapers. The first, published by the 

Times on July 9, 2017, details the university’s struggle to restore its public image. The 

article appears to blame the protesters for the university’s hardship. The reporter writes: 

“In the minds of many, (Click’s) outburst and the resignations became symbols of a hair-

trigger protest culture lacking any adult control” (Hartocollis, 2017).  

The Post followed the Times’ article a day later, taking a similarly negative tone. 

The article’s headline, “The new culture war targeting American universities appears to 
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be working,” implies manipulation or aggression by the protesters (Bump, 2017). The 

article uses MU’s misfortune as a springboard to discuss a Pew Research study about 

Republicans’ distaste for “safe spaces” at universities (Bump, 2017). The study 

concluded that more than half of Republicans believe colleges have a negative effect on 

the country (Bump, 2017).  

The shift occurred as public opinion became more negative toward the protesting 

group, and this negativity snowballed as the public turned against communications 

professor Melissa Click. Click became a political talking point after she attempted to 

block a student from filming Concerned Student 1950 on the day of Wolfe’s resignation.  

The researcher for this study did not consider what factors caused the public to 

turn against Melissa Click. Several sources may have contributed to the vitriol toward 

her, including media coverage of her actions, debate on social media about her clash with 

a student, and word of mouth about the incident.  

 

3. Beginning in February 2016, the New York Times shifted toward thematic 

coverage of the protests, while the Washington Post moved toward 

episodic articles. Thematic coverage in the Times focused on college 

students’ experiences with racism and universities’ complicated effort to 

eliminate discrimination. Conversely, the Post covered Melissa Click’s 

clash and subsequent investigation by MU.  

After Wolfe’s resignation, Times reporters broadened their coverage to  

analyze student activists’ motivation and universities’ efforts to quell racism. The Times 

published 10 thematic articles after Nov. 13, compared with five before that date. 
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Conversely, the Post published seven thematic articles after Nov. 13, compared with 12 

before.   

 Beginning in January 2016, the Times wrote a series of thematic articles to place 

MU’s protest in context with similar movements at other universities. Three articles 

allow people involved in university protests to speak about discrimination in their own 

words. These articles do not include a narrative from the reporter, which breaks with the 

traditional format of newspaper articles. One article compiles Times readers’ experiences 

with racism on campuses across the U.S. (New York Times, 2018). Another profiles 

student activists, including Storm Ervin, a founder of Concerned Student 1950 (Ellin, 

2016). A third article involves a live discussion between college administrators and 

student activists on the New York Times’ website, with Times journalists serving as 

moderators (New York Times, 2016).  

 The Post, on the other hand, devoted more attention to episodic coverage. The 

Post devoted more coverage than the Times to Click and a subsequent racist act at MU in 

2016 that targeted black students (Svrluga, 2016). The thematic articles the newspaper 

did publish highlight the intersection between Black Lives Matter and Concerned Student 

1950 (Lowery; 2016; Lowery & Stankiewicz, 2016; Somashekhar, 2016). The Times 

wrote about how MU aimed to address racial inequality on campus (Eligon, 2016), but 

the Post did not continue to analyze MU leaders’ reaction or response to the protest after 

its initial coverage.  

 

4. The newspapers did not devote their reports to a fuller discussion of the 

tension that occurs when free speech is exercised and then threatened 
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during a protest, even though both assert that the protests prompted 

debate about the First Amendment. Although the debate is mentioned in 

a number of articles, few develop the idea into fuller discussion. 

Both newspapers state that the protests and Melissa Click’s actions  

ignited debate about free speech on college campuses. This claim is mentioned 

consistently throughout protest coverage. Thirteen articles published before Nov. 13 

mention the terms “free speech,” “First Amendment,” “press freedom,” or “freedom of 

the press,” and an additional 13 mention the same terms after that date. However, the 

newspapers do little to expound on this free speech debate in their follow-up coverage of 

the protests.  

 Only three of the 13 articles provide in-depth discussion of free speech on 

campus. The Times wrote two articles about free speech after Nov. 13, and the Post wrote 

one. In an April 2016 article, the Times cites a Gallup survey that concluded most 

students believe their free speech rights were intact, except for African-American 

students, only 39 percent of whom thought their right to assemble was secure (Victor, 

2016). In a subsequent October article, the Times describes a PEN American survey that 

highlighted a chasm between student activists and free speech advocates about which 

speech should be limited (Schuessler, 2016). The Post wrote only one article about free 

speech. The December 2015 article, “Things college kids don’t get: Respect? Or reality? 

Twitter gets to the heart of the generational debate,” compiles tweets of people mostly 

critical of student protesters. One tweet reads: “#ThingsCollegeKidsDon’tGet is 

eventually all the whining and protesting will make their colleges kick them out or get 

closed down” (Svrluga, 2015). 
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The newspapers frequently state that the protests ignited a debate about the limits 

of free speech on college campuses, but neither offers much explanation about the debate. 

For example, in a July 9, 2017 article, the Times writes: “The protests inspired 

movements at other colleges. Since then fights over overt and subconscious racial slights, 

as well as battles over free speech, have broken out” (Hartocollis, 2017). The reporter 

does not explain further. On Dec. 25, 2015, a Post reporter writes of student-led protests: 

“Along with the uprisings against hate and discrimination came a movement to defend 

free speech on campus. Debate arose over ‘microaggressions,’ ‘trigger warnings’ and 

‘safe spaces’ as some analysts worried about the ‘coddling of the American mind’” 

(Anderson & Larimer, 2015). The Post does not explain the debate or disclose which 

analysts said Americans were coddled.  

Some articles use Melissa Click as an example of free speech suppression, since 

she drew ire when she blocked a reporter’s access to a public space. The Post interviews 

an expert who urges against this approach, however. Angus Johnson, a historian of 

American student activism, told the Post on Nov. 10, 2015: “Framing this as an issue of 

censorship, of the press rights of this journalist being censored, that collapses all of the 

issues that are being raised by this protest, into one issue” (Miller & Moyer, 2015). 

Reporters continued to write about Click in terms of free speech rights into 2016 and 

beyond.  

 

 

RQ3: What role did the protest paradigm play in subsequent 

reporting in the two national newspapers?  
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RQ3 considers the same 35 articles as RQ2. The articles, 17 from the 

Times and 18 from the Post, were published between Nov. 14, 2015 and 

July 10, 2017.  

 

FINDINGS 

1. Follow-up coverage of Melissa Click, especially in the Washington Post, 

adhered to the protest paradigm.  

Articles about Melissa Click published after Nov. 13, particularly in the Post,  

contain hallmarks of the protest paradigm. There were 11 articles about Click published 

between January 2016 and March of that year, eight of which were by the Post. Click was 

fired by the university in late February 2016.  

In early protest coverage, both the Post and Times underscored students’ reasons 

for their protest, but journalists eliminated most of this context in follow-up articles about 

Click. This lack of background information demonstrates reporters’ dependence on the 

protest paradigm. Reports that lack context can belittle the protesters’ cause. Readers who 

followed the drama of Click’s controversy may have lost sight of the protest’s benefits.  

Most articles contain only one or two sentences that explain the protests, and the 

context reporters do provide often is limited to reiterating protesters’ tactics. For 

example, on Jan. 5, 2016, the Post wrote that the protests “included a student hunger 

striker, members of the football team refusing to play until the system president resigned, 

a boycott of classes and a tent city” (Svrluga, 2016). Later articles shorten the explanation 

further. In February 2016, the Post wrote: “The protests at the flagship state university 

over race and other bias issues had paralyzed the campus and forced the resignation of 



57 

the system president and chancellor” (Svrluga, 2016). Three articles contain no context 

about the protests.  

Only one article about Click, published on Feb. 25, 2016 in the Times, restates the 

reason for the protest. Reporter Richard Pérez-Peña (2016) notes that Click’s actions 

distracted from the problems that triggered the movement. He writes: “The episode 

diverted attention from the subject of the protests, racism experienced by black students, 

which they said the university had not taken seriously and had done nothing to combat” 

(Pérez-Peña, 2016). Pérez-Peña (2016) repeats the other factors that led to unrest: 

Planned Parenthood’s relationship with MU and graduate students’ efforts to unionize. 

None of the 11 articles about Click, however, quotes members of Concerned Student 

1950 or any students associated with the movement.  

Coverage of Click in the Post is episodic and action-driven, two facets that are 

hallmarks of the protest paradigm. Reporters that adhere to the protest paradigm are 

drawn to dramatic events that attract a police presence or cause violence. This coverage 

often overshadows the goals of the protests. Articles about Click in the Post follow these 

characteristics.  

Follow-up coverage of Click in the Post depicts MU as a campus in the throes of 

mayhem. One article calls Click’s confrontation a symbol of a “public university system 

in chaos” (Svrluga, 2016). Another says Click represented “a campus culture completely 

at odds with the rest of the state” (Svrluga, 2016), an assertion inconsistent with other 

Post articles that tie the movement to Black Lives Matter protests in Ferguson.  

A January 2016 Post article, “Mizzou suspends professor charged with assaulting 

journalist as school sinks into turmoil” (Miller, 2016), epitomizes the protest paradigm. 
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The headline sets the tone for the article and exaggerates the degree to which Click’s 

encounter affected MU’s campus climate. The “turmoil” of the protests had faded weeks 

earlier. By December 2015, the protesters had dismantled their campsite, the football 

team had called off its strike, a student who made threats on Yik Yak toward black 

students had been arrested, and Concerned Student 1950 had ended its protest 

demonstrations.  

The article ignores the benefits of the protest. Click’s suspension brought MU 

“back in the national spotlight for all the wrong reasons” reporter Michael Miller (2016) 

states. He writes: “The embarrassment didn’t end there for Mizzou” because the football 

team’s quarterback was filmed snorting a white powder around the same time (Miller, 

2016). The quarterback’s actions are unrelated to Concerned Student 1950, but the Post 

uses the incident to vilify black students and categorize the protests as detrimental to the 

university’s reputation. Miller (2016) implies the protesters caused harm toward others: 

“And while many students, particularly African Americans, argue that the protest 

exposed long-simmering issues of racism on campus, few people have emerged 

unscathed from the demonstrations” (Miller, 2016).  

As journalists fixated on Click, sources noted their coverage proved distracting. 

The Post quotes Missouri state Senator Maria Chapelle-Nadal: “this conversation about 

Click is just a cover-up, for real, for saying we don’t like black people talking out loud” 

(Miller, 2016). Click told the newspaper in February 2016: “I think it’s easier to express 

anger at a woman who got flustered and made a mistake than to really engage with the 

deep racial issues raised by the students” (Svrluga, 2016). In a letter of support for Click, 

faculty members wrote: “Much of the commentary in the press … has gone beyond 
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legitimate debate to ad hominem attacks and harassment of Click personally” (Svrluga, 

2016). Tim Tai, the student blocked from photographing the protests the day Wolfe 

resigned, perhaps foreshadowed the episodic direction news coverage would take. The 

Post writes on Nov. 10: “(Tai) clearly doesn’t want the public conversation about 

Missouri to be hijacked and directed to political talking points … Tai isn’t likely to get 

his wish” (Borchers, 2015).  

 

2. The New York Times reverted to the protest paradigm in its retrospective 

coverage of the protests, but it avoided the paradigm in earlier articles 

about MU’s initial attempts to address the issues that emerged during the 

November protests. 

In its July 2017 article about hardship at MU following the protests, the Times 

follows the protest paradigm. The article, “Long after protests, students shun the 

University of Missouri,” attributes MU’s financial problems to the protesters’ movement 

and ignores other factors that contributed to the university’s crisis. This article is 

important because readers may have judged the protest movement as a whole based on a 

retrospective perspective of events. The Times avoids the protest paradigm in two earlier 

articles, however, that analyze MU’s early efforts to stop racism on campus.  

In the 2017 retrospective article, Times reporter Anemona Hartocollis does not 

discuss factors unrelated to the protests that caused problems at MU. Hartocollis (2017) 

focuses her article on the enrollment drop that befell the university after the protests: 

freshman enrollment fell by 35 percent. The drop was 42 percent for black students 

(Hartocollis, 2017). Mun Choi, the university system president, told the Times backlash 
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from the protests caused the drop (Hartocollis, 2017). The article goes on to detail the 

pernicious side effects of low enrollment. MU slashed budgets, closed dorms, and laid off 

faculty. “The library is even begging for books,” Hartocollis (2017) writes.  

MU’s suffering was more nuanced than readers were led to believe, however. The 

Columbia Missourian reported that lower high school graduation rates contributed to the 

drop, and enrollment at other universities in the Midwest and Northeast had also flagged 

(Serven, 2017). A higher education consultant told the Missourian: “They think they 

have a public relations problem, but my guess is that’s only a small part of it” (Serven, 

2017).  

MU’s contentious relationship with the state legislature also contributed to the 

university’s problems, which Hartocollis (2017) ignores. The legislature had cut the 

university’s state appropriation as punishment for what lawmakers said was poor 

leadership during the protests. State politicians had repeatedly criticized the university for 

waiting to fire Melissa Click and for allowing the protests to escalate (Trachtenberg, 

2018).  

Hartocollis’ (2017) article discredits the protest movement because she creates the 

impression that the protesters caused the university’s hardship. Delegitimization of 

protesters is a characteristic of the protest paradigm (McLeod, 2007). Hartocollis’ (2017) 

language enforces those characterizations. She labels the students’ grievances 

“complaints” and calls the movement a “disaster” and “P.R. nightmare” for the university 

(Hartocollis, 2017). The article calls the protests a “moment of triumph” for the students, 

which implies the movement had no long-term benefits.  



61 

Ben Trachtenberg (2018) cautions against blaming the student protesters for 

MU’s financial hardship. In his study, Trachtenberg (2018) argues: “The conditions that 

the students protested were the true cause of the lost tuition, and had university leaders 

addressed them earlier or with greater tact, things likely would have gone differently” (p. 

43). Hartocollis (2017) does not analyze these conditions, aside from an interview with a 

black student who describes discrimination at MU.  

The Times tacked a different tone in earlier articles about the university’s efforts 

to address inequality on campus. A February 2016 article by Times reporter John Eligon, 

“After racist episodes, blunt discussions on campus,” considers difficulty among 

administrators and professors to talk about or acknowledge the existence of racism in the 

wake of Wolfe’s resignation. Eligon (2016) quotes Chuck Henson, the interim vice 

chancellor for inclusion, diversity and equity: “The right thing is to take the first step. Not 

to pretend that something didn’t happen or that whatever happened didn’t have a 

sufficient magnitude to cause you to react to it” (Eligon, 2016).  

Eligon chronicles those “first steps” taken by the university – diversity sessions 

for incoming students, lectures about African-American history, a race relations 

committee. A culture of racism is entrenched within the university and state, and 

meaningful change would take years, Eligon (2016) concludes through interviews with 

professors, students, and university officials.  

A second Times article published in February 2016 discusses solutions to 

discrimination on campus. The article, a “live chat” among administrators and students 

from various universities including MU, highlights the difficulty of agreeing on an 
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approach to quell discrimination. For example, Joshua Zuckerman, a Princeton student, 

comments:  

We've seen recent calls at Princeton for "affinity housing," which will allegedly 

take the form of special dorms for students interested in black, Latino, etc. 

culture. This will undermine the very goals of inclusion and diversity that our 

University claims to promote. (New York Times, 2016).  

Bianca, a Columbia University student, counters that “affinity houses do not work against 

inclusion. I think its incredibly important for POC to have places where their cultures are 

dominant in order to feel safe” (New York Times, 2016).  

The two articles depart from the protest paradigm by examining the complexity 

involved in universities’ attempts to improve diversity and inclusion. The articles do not 

place blame on student protesters. Instead, both acknowledge racism and discrimination 

as systemic problems, ones that did not begin or end with MU and movements in 

solidarity with Concerned Student 1950.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
 

 

 

This research considered whether and how the New York Times and Washington 

Post used the protest paradigm in their news coverage of the 2015 protests opposing 

racism at the University of Missouri. The study was conducted as a qualitative textual 

analysis of all the articles about the MU protests published by the Times and Post 

between 2015 and 2017. 

Previous research indicates that newspapers rely on a protest paradigm when they 

cover events such as this. Reporters who follow the protest paradigm tend to write 

articles that portray protest demonstrations negatively and episodically. Following the 

paradigm often discredits the protest participants and obscures the problems that 

precipitated the protest in favor of dramatic narratives about violence or unrest. 

Findings 

 Analysis of the coverage in the two newspapers indicates that the reporters 

covering the 2015 protests did not closely adhere to the protest paradigm initially, but 

when tensions escalated after a standoff between protesters and the media, the 

newspapers, particularly the Post, began to rely on the protest paradigm to produce 

action-driven articles about MU.  

An analysis of early newspaper coverage showed more willingness among the 

national news reporters to dig for the causes and purpose behind the protests. Articles in 

the months preceding and immediately after university President Tim Wolfe’s resignation 

allowed black students to define and explain the reasons for their dissatisfaction. 

Reporters conducted comprehensive interviews with student activists and devoted 
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attention to their list of demands. The newspapers did not solely rely on protest tactics as 

subjects for their articles; the Post began reporting on racist acts at MU more than a 

month before the protest began. Reporters highlighted the peaceful nature of the 

demonstrations and made an effort to explore and describe the campus culture that black 

students found hostile and unwelcoming.  

The confrontation between MU professor Melissa Click and the media marked a 

turning point in coverage, however. Click, a communications professor whose clash with 

a photographer ignited an intense backlash, became a flashpoint for national newspapers, 

particularly the Post. Articles about Click illustrated indiscriminate adoption of the 

protest paradigm. These reports were episodic and included little or no context about the 

original protest movement. In the Post, coverage of Click-related drama became the 

story, overshadowing the racism that led to the initial unrest.  

Click became a symbol, both by the public and the news media, of a foundering, 

out-of-control university with angry students running amok. Click’s poor public image 

and termination by MU tinged subsequent news coverage. In 2016, the Times continued 

to write articles about MU that avoided the protest paradigm, but 2017 retrospective 

articles in both newspapers resorted to narratives that blame the activists for MU’s 

financial misfortune following the protests.  

Theoretical implications 

This analysis demonstrates that public opinion may influence reporters’ use of the 

protest paradigm and that reliance on the paradigm can vary within a series of articles if 

and when public opinion shifts from favorable or neutral to hostile. No previous research 

has studied whether reporters change their use of the protest paradigm to correspond with 
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a shift in public opinion. In their early coverage of the MU protests, national reporters 

disregarded the protest paradigm, but they used it more frequently when the public 

renounced Melissa Click. Reporters discredited the protesters in later coverage of MU, 

which affirms previous research on articles that adhered to the protest paradigm (Boyle et 

al., 2005; Chari, 2010).  

Public opinion initially favored Concerned Student 1950 because the student 

protests were peaceful and because the movement came on the heels of Black Lives 

Matter protests, which drew more public sympathy because of the controversial death of 

Michael Brown in Ferguson. A year before Wolfe’s resignation, demonstrations in 

response to Brown’s death shook the nation and prompted a new awareness and 

intolerance for police violence toward African-Americans. Reporters originally dedicated 

time and sympathy to MU students’ grievances when public opinion aligned with the 

goal of addressing and resolving evidence of racism on campus. This conclusion is 

consistent with previous research by Elmasry and el-Nawawy (2017), who concluded the 

Times was sympathetic toward Black Lives Matter protests that followed Brown’s death 

because public opinion had shifted to condemn police brutality toward black people.  

Click’s confrontation soured public opinion of the movement at MU. She became 

not only the face of the movement’s sideshow, but a target, particularly for members of 

the public who were initially neutral about the protest but waiting for a reason to be 

critical. Her outrage provided a convenient opportunity for reporters to rely on the protest 

paradigm with a series of episodic stories documenting the fallout from her outrage. 

Concerned Student 1950 was caught in the crossfire of acrimony toward Click, and news 

outlets, including the Post, began to depict the student activists as disruptive and unruly.  
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This research aligns with previous studies positing that reporters adopt the protest 

paradigm when they begin to omit important context about the causes of the movement 

(McLeod, 2007; Boyle et al., 2005). At MU, reporters may have been willing to discredit 

the protesters in their later articles because both newspapers failed from the beginning to 

recognize and report on a long, documented history of racism that had mired MU for 

years before the protests.  

In addition, neither newspaper tried to explain the growing tension among campus 

administrators, which became a significant factor in the campus upheaval. These 

omissions led journalists to attribute MU’s subsequent loss of students, economic 

hardship and damaged reputation to the protesters and Click instead of to a set of 

unprepared and insensitive leaders. The newspapers might have avoided the protest 

paradigm if journalists had paid more attention to the other issues facing the university, 

and perhaps the public would not have turned against the concerns of Concerned Student 

1950.  

Practical implications 

Reporters can avoid the protest paradigm if they have a thorough understanding of 

the factors that prompt unrest. This study’s results suggest that national reporters may 

have difficulty cultivating this knowledge, but some succeeded. When national 

correspondents are permanently stationed near the site of a protest, they can develop an 

awareness of the cultural context at the root of a movement. To bolster their coverage, 

national newspapers can also seek correspondents who are local to a protest.  

Correspondents based near a developing event can provide context and nuance if 

they have a background in covering unrest. The reporting of Times reporter John Eligon 
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demonstrates that this approach works. Eligon, a national correspondent for the Times 

based in Kansas City, has covered race and police violence in the Midwest since 2012. 

His articles about MU modeled the depth that results when a reporter understands the 

context of a protest movement. He portrayed racism at MU as a systemic problem and 

explored the university’s complicated task of dealing with the issues raised by Concerned 

Student 1950. Eligon continued to follow up with progress at MU months after Wolfe 

resigned.  

This research shows, however, that reporters who “parachute” to a protest site 

temporarily, such as Anemona Hartocollis at the Times, and then leave when the major 

events are over, may be unaware of important context around the unrest. Similarly, the 

Post reported mostly from Washington, D.C., and its coverage lacked the depth of 

Eligon’s pieces. 

Stationing national correspondents throughout the country may not be practical 

for every newspaper. However, results of this study’s analysis suggest that national 

newspapers could benefit from collaboration with local journalists, since local reporters 

can contribute contextual knowledge about a protest that national reporters lack. 

Journalism students familiar with a protest movement could also be an asset to national 

reporters. Austin Huguelet, then a student reporter at MU, contributed to several Times 

articles about the protests in 2015 and 2016.  

This study also shows that national newspapers’ reliance on the protest paradigm 

can have local implications. University officials objected to Hartocollis’ 2017 Times 

article about hardship at MU as inaccurate, uninformed and thin. While the university’s 

stance may have been defensive, it did release a statement assailing the article, which was 
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reprinted in local newspapers such as the Kansas City Star and Columbia Missourian. 

Hartocollis did not recognize progress by the university in the wake of the protests, the 

statement said (“New York Times article on MU,” 2017). It reads: “We are learning from 

our past while serving as a model for a new engaged university to the nation. That’s not 

the story you read on Monday, but it’s one you will hear often from the Missouri family” 

(“New York Times article on MU,” 2017). The statement did accurately attribute 

progress to better fundraising, new diversity initiatives and lower student transfer rates 

after the protests (“New York Times article on MU,” 2017). In fact, enrollment at MU 

has been steadily gaining ground since 2015.  

MU student body president Nathan Willet also criticized the Times article in a 

letter republished by statewide news outlets. Willet called the article unreasonable and 

inaccurate. “The protests were entirely peaceful and nonviolent, yet rather than 

celebrating this example of exactly the kind of civic expression our Founding Fathers had 

envisioned, this university has been repeatedly punished for it by the national press,” 

Willet (2017) wrote. Willet’s criticism highlights the disservice of using the protest 

paradigm. The disparaging frame Hartocollis (2017) adopted mischaracterized the 

protesters, and as a result, MU had to defend its reputation after the Times published its 

retrospective article.   

Limitations 

Several limitations to the study could have affected the results. First, the analysis 

was limited by a lack of comparison between local and national coverage of the protests. 

A comparison would have given the study a broader scope and provided a more complete 

overview of which topics national newspapers omitted and included in their coverage. 
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Moreover, including a conservative-leaning newspaper, such as the Wall Street Journal, 

or a broadcast outlet may have changed the results.  

 Since the analysis does not account for the length of articles, conclusions about 

the existence of the protest paradigm may not have been comprehensive. For example, 

the methodology for this study does not account for the possibility that one long, thematic 

article about a topic, such as the history of racial discrimination at MU, could have 

balanced several shorter, episodic articles.  

The researcher is a white female, which limited the way she could analyze the 

articles. A person’s place in society, known as positionality, and his or her background 

affect the outcomes of research interpretations (Bourke, 2014; D’Silva et al., 2016). 

Whether a person is an “insider or outsider” in relation to his or her research subjects can 

further influence analysis (D’Silva et al., 2016). The researcher for this study made a 

conscious effort to examine the articles from several points of view, but her race and 

gender restricted how she could consider the data.  

Directions for future research 

 This study built upon research that examined whether local news sources 

followed the protest paradigm in their coverage of the MU protests. Further research 

could consider how both local and national reporting influenced newspapers’ editorial 

content. A study of editorials and op-eds could examine the existence of the protest 

paradigm from a perspective outside traditional news content. The role of free speech in 

the protest was largely absent from the national newspaper articles analyzed in this study, 

but editorials and op-eds may have discussed free speech. An analysis of letters to the 

editor could illuminate how readers interpreted news coverage of MU.  
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A qualitative interview study with national journalists could consider how they 

decided to cover the protest movement at MU. This approach could consider whether 

journalists were aware of the protest paradigm and whether they made an effort to avoid 

it.  
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