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What can we learn from Ferguson,  
Ray Rice, and Adrian Peterson? 
 

By now the only people who have avoided news about the results of a police shooting in a 
small suburb of St. Louis, a violent encounter between a Baltimore Ravens running back and 
his fiancée, and the parental disciplinary actions taken by Minnesota Vikings running back 
must be those who have chosen to live off the grid and avoid media completely. 
 
Criticism abounds for media coverage of Ferguson, for the NFL’s initial half-hearted 
responses to teams’ handling of their players’ domestic and child abuse charges. 
 

In the Ferguson case, often the way people viewed the police response to the Ferguson community outrage over a 
police shooting was determined by the color of their skin. A Pew poll indicated only 37 percent of whites thought 
Ferguson was an indication of important race issues. Forty-seven percent of whites thought race was getting more 
attention than was warranted. Yet 80 percent of blacks said Ferguson demonstrated important race issues. 
 
Why are there such huge differences between black and white perceptions on this issue? And what effects can these 
differences have? Why did the NFL not recognize there would be an outcry from women over the Ray Rice incident 
and from parents over the Adrian Peterson incident? 
 
Who we are and how we think about the world affects what we believe about others. We tend to base our conclusions 
on our own experiences. Age, gender, race can all contribute to our perceptions and assumptions about others. 
 
At the University of Wisconsin-River Falls, I teach journalism students that there are a number of important functions 
the press fulfills in a democratic society. Those include informing, analyzing, interpreting, explaining, investigating, 
encouraging accountability and creating a public conversation. Clearly in a democracy, media have a huge 
responsibility. 
 
Students in my course Race, Class and News examine how their thinking could influence their reporting. That leads 
the students to recognize how their knowledge or more importantly, lack of knowledge, can affect their ability to report 
accurately and fairly about those who are different from them. As the class considers the role that race, gender, 
geography, socioeconomic standing and a host of other characteristics play in their thinking, they come to recognize 
the challenge involved in reporting on those who are different from themselves. 
 
The major issue that has become a focus following Ferguson is that whites and blacks often have very different 
experiences when encountering police. That’s not news to most people of color, but it can often be startling to whites. 
 
In my class recently, a white student who is a football player described what he’s learned living with black roommates 
who are on his team. “Whenever we go out,” he said, “one of the white roommates always drives. If the black guys 
drive, we’re often pulled over by the police.” It’s called “DWB”, driving while black, and there’s plenty of documentation 
to support the reality that in this country blacks are more likely to be pulled over by police than whites. 
 
This, among other statistics, helps the predominantly white students in my class understand that life as they live it may 
be very different from the lives of others. 
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Journalists often cover news dealing with those whose lives are quite different from their own. They must be aware of 
their personal biases and stereotypes and question themselves carefully before drawing conclusions about others. 
 
In Ferguson, some news organizations focused primarily on the violence and looting, ignoring the deeper story that 
the protests represented: that blacks in that town routinely received very different treatment. Others dug deeper. 
Experts were= interviewed, discussion was focused, and accountability was evaluated. 
 
Media reports of the Rice and Peterson incidents triggered national conversations about domestic violence and the 
effects of abusive childhood discipline. As in most cases of controversial topics, the quality of the responses by media 
ran the gamut from inadequate to excellent. 
 
What those of us in media need to remember is that we cannot ignore important societal issues, nor produce a 
meager response. Our democratic society depends on us to provide balanced reporting, context and analysis, free of 
stereotypes and misperceptions. 

 


