
ABSTRACT 

BROWN, LISA RENEE. Issue Framing in Print Media Coverage of the Wake County 

School Board. (Under the direction of Lance Fusarelli, PhD). 

 

          Public school boards and public education are increasingly under fire across the nation.  

Media coverage of current events and issues is often the main source of information   for the 

public.  Media portrayal of school boards and their operations is generally the only 

opportunity for the public to get information or to learn about what school boards discuss and 

what actions they take.  Public opinion about school boards is based nearly entirely on this 

coverage.  Therefore, the role of the media as it relates to portrayal of school boards is 

critical to the success of any school board.  This study examines issue framing by print media 

outlets as related to the Wake County Public School Board over a period of fourteen years.  

In doing so, clear changes in language choices and tone are seen and tangentially tracked by 

election cycle and the candidates running for school board positions.  By examining media 

coverage volume and tone of a typical, urban school district, this study informs all school 

boards about the possible effect of media coverage or media silence on their operations and 

success.  It also serves as a reminder to school boards and other public boards of the 

necessity to work cooperatively with media while remaining vigilant of the different 

priorities for school boards  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 

          Public schools have long been the subject of opinion and debate.  Historically, the 

public schools have been considered an instrument of intellectual, social and civic growth for 

our youngest citizens. Despite the citizenship expectations of public schools, the public has 

generally held the opinion that schools should be apolitical, or at least not overtly involved in 

political activity.  In recent years, however, the operations of public school boards, and the 

elections of their school board members, have become increasingly visible to a broader 

audience, with highly dysfunctional, political boards garnering state and national attention.  

In 2011, Michael Winerip of the New York Times noted in an article related to school 

integration that the meetings of the Wake County Public School Board, in Raleigh, North 

Carolina, looked “like a Cartoon Network special”(February 27).  Robbie Brown, also of the 

New York Times, reported the turmoil that followed a Republican take-over of the board after 

winning 64% of votes cast in a 2010 election that resulted in the resignation of the 

superintendent (2010, February 27).   

          School board candidates and members have become more visible, deliberate, and 

shrewd in their campaign tactics.  Using Twitter, Facebook, and even the electronic delivery 

of standard news outlets, school board candidates can access broad audiences for their 

political purposes and deliver information to a wide audience nearly instantaneously (Weeks  
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& Holbert, 2013).   In terms of the media, school board members and candidates are 

increasingly portrayed as political figures. It follows that the public may perceive that school 

board candidates and their election campaigns have become much more political.  

Background of the Study 

          Kimbrough (1964) states that the institute of government, both local and national, is 

the primary source of power derived through public policy making.  He holds that any 

involvement with educational decision-making is by nature political, and defines education 

politics as “the process of making basic educational decisions of local district-wide, state-

wide, or nation-wide significance (p. 274).  Thirty years later discussing the theme of 

politics, Wirt and Kirst (2005) define politics as a “form of social conflict rooted in group 

differences over values about using public resources to meet private needs” (p. 4).  

          A multitude of issues accompany the question of whether school board elections and 

policy-making are a political enterprise, and if so, to what degree is this increasing.  Timing 

of elections is shown to have an impact on voting behavior (Feuerstein, 2002).  Any 

consideration of the political nature of school board elections should examine the timing of 

the board elections themselves.  Also important is the degree to which interest groups 

(organized and unorganized) participate in election campaigns or are represented by potential 

school board candidates.  

          In the current educational climate, however, media exposure for school board 

candidates also impacts elections and the degree to which a candidate is visible to the public 

can influence the popular vote (Feuerstein, 2002).  Equally, the characterization of a 
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candidate in the media will influence voters as well.  Perhaps more than any other element of 

elections, the immediacy of media coverage and the explosion of social media outlets that 

send news and messages nearly instantaneously can influence a candidate’s relationship with 

the voting public and with the community after the elections.  

Statement of the Problem 

           The end result of school board election cycles is a board of education that crafts and 

enacts education policy for students.  If we follow Kimbrough’s (1964) assertion that all 

educational decision-making is political, we beg the question why do candidates currently 

appear to align themselves more openly and fully with traditional political parties, here 

defined as Republican and Democratic, than in previous periods.  A cursory examination of 

print news reports about education reveals the political party affiliation of school board 

candidates as part of the story.  Public alignment with political parties, coupled with board 

candidate and member associations with openly partisan organizations, brings the two party 

system front and center in the operations of the school board and their characterization in the 

media.  In Wake County, North Carolina, the News and Observer reported that the voting 

public passed an $810 million school construction bond in the fall of 2013 with approval of 

57.71 percent of voter support after a contentious lobbying season by those in support and 

opposed to the bond (2013, October 8).   However, the student assignment policy of the 

district remains under intense public scrutiny and board members’ open associations with the 

Democratic and Republican parties is reported in the media and has the potential to color 

popular opinion about policy decisions made by the current board. 
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          Separation of education from politics, at least in a general public view, was the result 

of removing “dirty” politics of patronage and illegal activity from the enterprise of educating 

children (Iannaccone, 1967).   However, education researchers note that all activity related to 

educational decision-making is political.  Iannaccone defines the word political as “that 

segment of social life involving the activities and relationships of individuals, groups, and 

associations resulting in, or intended to result in, decisions by any governmental policy-

making body” (p. 4).   Local school boards are governmental, policy-making bodies. 

Howell’s (2005) collection of essays related to contemporary school board concerns includes 

an essay in which Hess and Leal note the assertion that “boards are no more than gadflies, 

captives of teacher unions, and breeding grounds for ambitious politicians” (p. 228).   Yet, 

even in the face of these statements there appears to be a general perception that the level of 

politics associated with school board operations is much higher than in the past and much 

more visible to the public.  

            Visibility of school board candidates and members is to a large extent driven by 

media coverage.  The media is reliant on their veil of objectivity, that is, their role in 

reporting about political candidates and officials rather than analyzing their work or 

statements.  However media outlets are also businesses and subject to the market forces that 

drive all businesses.  Gerstl-Pepin (2002) summarizes the findings of multiple researchers 

when she states that the media predominantly focus on stories and issues that present some 

type of conflict rather than cooperation.  The old adage if it bleeds, it leads bears true in her 

findings.  Thus, she finds that the media, as the main outlet for public information on 
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political figures and candidates, reports information in a way that allows the candidates or 

political figures to frame the debate.  When this happens between associates of the two major 

political parties, Democratic and Republican, it ignores or marginalizes any third party or 

minority participation.  

          Paletz (1998), in an edited book by Graber, McQuail, and Norris (1998) asserts the 

media has influence over policy based on its coverage of issues.  While policy is sometimes 

written to further an already existing policy, large reform-aimed policies are accompanied by 

attempts to garner widespread public support or, when that fails, by public resistance.  Paletz 

notes that the amount of coverage an issue receives is related to the accessibility of the press 

to important information and players associated with the issue.  The public’s level of interest 

in a policy issue also plays large in the decision of the media to cover an issue more fully and 

for a longer period of time.  If a policy is seen by a large section of the public as representing 

a failure to the public, for example, coverage is more intense.  These icons, Paletz’s term, or 

public spectacles, Edelman’s term (1988), polarize public and media attention.   

Purpose of the Study 

          The purpose of this study is to examine the framing of issues and reporting on 

operations of the Wake County Public School System School Board.  School board 

operations are here defined as the central work of the school board in debating and crafting 

school board policies and determining how school system resources will be distributed. This 

study will examine media coverage of the Wake County Public School System (hereafter 

referred to as WCPSS) school board during the period from the year 2000 until 2013.  The 
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time frame allows for multiple election cycles and changes in composition of the board.  This 

study will explore both the volume of media coverage of the WCPSS school board and the 

tone, or framing, of the coverage.  In addition, the study will briefly explore social media and 

factors associated with the immediacy of information on school board activities via Internet 

outlets, specifically the on line blog titled WakeEd.  The central research questions are: 

1. How has the volume of media coverage of the WCPSS School 

Board changed in the years from 2000 – 2013? 

2. What changes can be found in the tone of media coverage of the 

WCPSS School Board in the years from 2000 – 2013? 

3. To what factors or forces do reporters attribute any changes in 

the tone or framing of reporting about the Wake County School 

Board? 

Definition of Terms 

          The following are terms used in this qualitative research study.  The terms may have 

different meanings in different settings and or contexts.  

          Framing is a type of problem formation in which the press portrays issues in a chosen 

way.  Scheufele (1999) defines framing as the act of making a perceived reality more salient 

by focusing on specific aspects of the issue and promoting a particular definition of the 

problem to the public. In a word, it’s a process that works to help create a social or political 

reality for the reader.  
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          Agenda setting is defined by McCombs and Shaw (1972) as any possible correlation 

between the emphasis that the media places on an issue or story and the importance that the 

public places on that particular issue.  The media engages in agenda setting in its choices 

between what to report and what to remain silent about.   

          Priming is defined by Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) is understood as an extension 

of agenda setting. Priming is referred to as “changes in the standards that people use to make 

political evaluations (p. 11). This can be seen in the way media reports more often or fully on 

specific issues or solutions to problems and how it affects the reader’s decision making.  

          Tone is defined in this study as the descriptive language choices made by the media in 

portraying the news.  Such descriptive language choices appear in the framing of issues as 

problems vs crises, disagreement vs confrontation, as examples, and in the prominence the 

article is given in the publication, for example page one placement for emphasis rather than 

placement on a later page with less emphasis.      

Significance of the Study 

          This study is significant in that it explores the role that media may play in portraying 

the operations of school boards as increasingly political.  In addition, the proliferation of 

social media and the immediacy of information about schools and school boards have the 

potential to influence public opinion, and the public vote, as never before.  Increasing 

amounts of information available quickly can also lead to public skepticism and cynicism 

about the operations of the school board in all policy domains bringing the potential of lower 

student enrollment as parents lose trust in public schools and seek other educational options.  



8 

 

 

 

 

Public schools generally reflect the identity of the community in which they are located and 

are often named after that very community.  The media’s choice of policy debates or 

elections coverage, the tone of the coverage, and the quantity of coverage about school board 

operations and elections can be the only source of information available to the public unless 

the public deliberately seeks out specific information by other means.  Gerstl-Pepin (2002) 

states that the media is the primary source of information for voters and the general public 

and, as such, plays a key role in a democracy.  In this way, the media can exert influence 

over the public served by the WCPSS school board.  

          Multiple researchers have noted the tight bonds between a school’s community and the 

opportunity to affect school board policy through elections and advocacy.  McCaffrey (1971) 

notes that the operation of school boards, the decisions they make, are critical to meeting the 

demands of the public as the public calls out for changes.  Feuerstein (2002)  observed that 

elections are important connections for the public to schools and that voting allows the public 

to express concerns and gives them a “sense of connectedness to their schools” (p. 16).  

Tyack and Cuban (1995) noted that Americans have a history of ameliorating their societal 

concerns with the demand for change in the public schools.   

          Of further significance will be the examination of how the media frames issues related 

to the WCPSS school board. The media participates in the shaping of social agendas by its 

decision about what to print and what to ignore.  Anderson (2007) notes that the way in 

which the media chooses to frame particular issues can lead to the creation of what Edelman 

calls a political spectacle.  He asserts, “No analysis of contemporary educational politics can 
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ignore the role of the media” (p. 104).  Further he notes an explosion of media coverage in 

post-World War II America with the development of the television and in recent years the 

Internet and social media.  Gerstl-Pepin (2002) wrote the “the news media, as a cultural 

institution, play a key role in producing and controlling knowledge” (p. 40).  She notes that 

often the media chooses to present only the dominant views on issues, notably a Republican 

and Democratic view, while ignoring possible other views such as those of third parties.  

“Reporters, producers, and editors make daily decisions about who to select to interview and 

what viewpoints to represent” (p. 42).  By doing so and by virtue of their role as the primary 

source of information for the public, they exert great influence over the political realm of the 

local school board.  

          Tyack and Cuban (1995) note that local school boards are the political institution that 

is closest to voters and that public education is the policy domain where citizens have the 

greatest access point for democratic participation and control.  Given the specter of media 

influence on the relationship that a community has with its schools and school boards, this 

study will attempt to highlight the change in school board coverage of the WCPSS school 

board and the tone of that coverage.  Examining these changes can provide significant 

understanding to the public about possible ways in which the media affects their relationship 

with the WCPSS school board and possibly influences their votes in school board related 

elections.  It can also provide meaningful insight to school board members and candidates 

about the impact of the media on school board operations and election outcomes.  
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Overview of Methods 

          This qualitative case study examines print media coverage, including the local online 

education blog, of the Wake County Public School System School Board (WCPSS) from the 

year 2000 until 2013.  It examines the volume of coverage related to the WCPSS school 

board elections during this period as well as coverage of the operations of the school board.  

A Lexis Nexus search was conducted along with collection of articles using online 

repositories.  In addition, an analysis was conducted of the tone of coverage, taking particular 

note of the onset of identifying school board candidates and members by their political party 

affiliation and the frequency with which it occurs and how this may demonstrate a change 

during the period.  Nvivo10 (2012) software was used to code articles for use of descriptive 

language.  Articles that related specifically to elections are noted as such. Interviews were 

conducted with the education reporters for the local print newspapers that cover the activities 

of the Wake County School Board.  The study examines possible implications to the school 

board members and candidates as related to operating as a board and/or seeking election to 

the board and the possible impacts of media framing in reporting on these activities.   

Organization of the Study 

          This chapter highlighted the purpose of the study and its relation to the problem, the 

central research questions, and the significance of the study.  The next chapter includes a 

review of the literature related to media coverage and problem definitions in school board 

elections and operations.  The literature briefly discusses social media but will focus on print 

media outlets and their online representations.  The third chapter provides the methodology 
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of the study and the approach used for data collection and analysis.  Chapter Four presents 

the findings of the study and these findings are discussed in Chapter Five along with 

implications for school boards and possible topics for continued study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

          The purpose of this study is to examine print media issue framing in its coverage of the 

Wake County Public School Board.  This chapter will review research literature pertinent to 

the study. It begins with a review of the literature on the politics of education.  Next, the 

subject of the media as a political player is explored.  Finally, a review of literature related to 

issue framing is examined.  

Politics of Education 

          Public education has always been involved in politics.  Most school districts, and 

school boards, exist as a result of some statutory or constitutional provision (Iannaccone, 

1967, p. 9).  He defines political as “that segment of social life involving the activities and 

relationships of individuals, groups, and associations resulting in, or intended to result in, 

decisions by any governmental policy-making body” (p. 4).   Kimbrough (1964) tells us that 

the primary source of power to effect policy development or change is in government.  

Kimbrough goes on to state that most “basic policy proposals involve concepts of economics, 

social systems, finance, function of government, and business.  All major educational 

proposals tamper with these concepts, giving rise to political activity, including partisan 

politics” (p. 275).  He asserts that if educational professionals have any opinions on policy 

formation and take action based on those opinions, they are then involved in political 

activity.   
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          Iannaccone (1967) assails educators, however, for their assertion that politics should be 

kept out of education.  He sees this as a rejection of the two-party system that creates the 

legislative bodies that vote districts and school boards into existence.  He writes, “Where it 

counted, educators–already committed to public service and interested in the enculturation of 

American children–have rejected the chief political machinery for selecting those who 

govern” (p. 7).  He concedes, however, that this assertion to keep party politics out of 

education may be a ploy to enhance the education profession’s own political machinations.  

Still he maintains a fundamental stance that “politics have not been and will not be kept out 

of education” (p. 8), despite any belief by educators or the public that it should be so.  Yet, as 

recently as this year we have N.C. politicians, specifically state budget director Art Pope 

asserting that “education should not be involved in politics” as the state grapples with 

passage of a state budget unpopular with many parents and educators.         

          Wirt and Kirst (2005) define politics as “a form of social conflict rooted in group 

differences over values about using public resources to meet private needs” (p. 4).  They note 

that the public cry to keep politics out of education can be traced back to turn-of-the-century 

school committee systems born from ward systems of governance that exerted undue 

influence over policy as a way to control for immigrant populations moving into cities.  What 

arose was a battle between those in control and a reform movement that accused the 

establishment of supporting their own parochial and ward values in education policy rather 

than pursuing policies that were good for all.  This reform movement advocated for at large 

elections systems rather than by ward.  
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          The twentieth century brought with it much political activity.  The United States 

continued to see massive immigration and the baby boom that arose in the late 1950’s saw a 

surge in school enrollments and the growth in numbers of teachers.  Teacher unions like the 

National Education Association (NEA) intensified their advocacy as teachers began to feel 

cut off from school policy formation.  The NEA began to endorse political candidates for 

office in the 1970’s (Reyes, et al., 1999).  All of this can be characterized as political 

involvement if not called outright political enthusiasm.  Perusal of the history of education 

can justifiably be seen through a political lens.  Why then is there the sense in our current 

climate that schools and schooling have become intensely political?   

          In the introduction we noted that the public ties its identity closely with its schools.  

Schools are expected to be all things to all people.  Wirt and Kirst (2005) write that since 

2000, public polls have indicated a declining confidence in public schools.  The authors cloak 

talk of politics in schools with talk about values.  The define politics as “a form of social 

conflict rooted in group differences over values about using public resources to meet private 

needs” (p. 4).  Thus, competing values influence the political lives of school board members 

and exert pressure on policy formulation as part of their work.   The authors characterize 

school boards as political systems attempting to navigate these competing values.    

          School consolidation, such as the one that took place in 1976 between the Raleigh City 

School System and the Wake County Public School System, has also exerted a political 

influence on school boards and their operations (Wirt & Kirst, 2005).  They tell us that what 

“was once an archipelago of districts in America, each island homogeneous with board and 
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community in harmony, has been fused into larger, more varied districts” (p. 139).  With 

larger districts comes larger disparity in values across larger populations of citizens to be 

served.  They note that the true measure of school board members as politicians can be found 

in their predilection to pay attention to those issues that bring with them political heat from 

the community and thus predispose them to more openly veering from traditional policies of 

the past.  

          There is perhaps no more political issue in the history of contemporary education than 

that produced by the Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas in 

1954.  This landmark decision struck down the notion of separate but equal in America’s 

public schools.  Implementation of the law, however, was neither linear nor quick.  The 

interplay between superintendents and school boards across the country became a factor in 

the speed and earnestness with which the laws criterion was applied.  The election of school 

board members played a role in this issue and many others, as we will discuss in the next 

section (Howell, 2005).  

Elections and Electoral Politics in School Board Elections 

          Maeroff (2010) suggests that the way to secure highly qualified, competent school 

board members is through appointment.  However, he notes that fewer than 10% of school 

board members in the country are appointed (p. 190).  He questions the level of democracy 

found in school board elections with abysmal turn-out rates that put the power of choice in 

the control of relatively few people in the community.  He notes that at a third of school 

districts hold their elections at times when no other elections are being held (p. 192).  Such is 
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the case in the Wake County Public School System, whose most recent school board election 

was held on October 8, 2013. 

Desegregation   

          William Howell (2005), in his edited work focusing on school boards and education 

politics, includes a chapter that discusses desegregation and school board politics authored by 

Luis Ricardo Fraga, Nick Rodriguez, and Bari Anhalt Erlichson.  They note the difficulty 

found in implementing the court’s ruling.  They posit a reason for this difficulty is “electoral 

politics and the implementation of post-court order school board policy” (p. 103).  They 

attribute significant importance to the role of the superintendent in the implementation of any 

policy and most especially in the implementation of policies related to equality and enhanced 

education opportunity for all.  And, since most superintendents are appointed by school 

boards and serve at their pleasure, “the policy and related electoral politics of the school 

board can greatly influence the likelihood that an entire district will or will not commit itself 

to the broad educational goals underlying the court ordered desegregation of schools” (p. 

103).   

          The authors focused on the desegregation battle in the San Francisco Unified School 

District (SFUSD) and the success or failure of implementation as related to support from the 

superintendent and school board after a consent decree in 1983.  The consent decree required 

the desegregation of schools and enhanced academic opportunity and achievement for 

African-American students.  Fragas et al. analyzed school board support for SFUSD 

superintendents in order of the superintendent’s tenure, 1975 – 2003.  In all, the district saw 
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the appointment of five superintendents during this period with varied tenures.  In all cases, 

however, school board politics and board coalitions served to either support the efforts of 

superintendents to enforce the consent decree or, in the case of periods where a board 

majority existed that disagreed with the consent decree, remove the superintendent and 

replace him/her with someone more aligned with their views.  Thus politics played a critical 

role in the success or failure of the consent decree. 

          Missteps by superintendents such as failure to discern shifting community opinions 

and moods around desegregation and failure to consult the school board or teachers unions 

often led to the ouster of the superintendent.  Political machinations of school board factions 

shift sands under the feet of superintendents to the degree that policy directives can be 

undermined or ignored all together.  The traditional power of school boards, in such 

instances, can contravene even the will of the courts (Howell, 2005). 

Competition and Expenditures in School Board Elections   

          Howell (2005) also includes an analysis of competition and expenditures in school 

board elections by Frederick Hess and David Leal.  The authors undertook a study of school 

board elections and the role that interest groups, competition, and campaign finance played in 

member elections.  They used a stratified sample of 15,000 school districts and sent a survey 

to one member of each district in the sample.  U.S. census data from 2000 was also used.  

          Hess and Leal (2005) found that, despite popular opinion to the contrary, interest 

groups such as teacher unions played only small roles in financing campaigns of school 

board members.  Campaign expenditures overall were also low with over 70% of candidates 
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spending less than $1000 and fewer than 20% received major contributes from any organized 

interest group (p. 236).  It is important to note that they concede that interest groups like 

teachers unions can exert political pressure in others ways, such as volunteering, voter 

registration efforts, and the like (p. 241). 

          Hess and Leal also found candidates spent more money in districts that held at-large 

elections for school board members and in districts/states with collective bargaining (p. 239).  

In addition, business participation in school board elections is also higher in districts with 

collective bargaining agreements.  In the case of competition, their findings suggest that 

more election competition is found again in larger districts and particularly those with 

collective bargaining agreements.  

          While the prevailing opinion among educators is to keep politics out of education, 

there are those who advocate accepting the current level of political activity and bringing it to 

the fore.  McCaffrey (1971) argues that school board elections should be made openly 

political and partisan affairs.  McCaffrey points out that there exists a partisan element even 

in nonpartisan elections.  He asserts that any time there is competition people will take sides 

and rally together to promote their cause.  He argues that the informality and low visibility of 

most elections makes them breeding grounds for manipulation and influence (p. 56).  He 

offers five propositions for improving school board effectiveness through elections, 

specifically that school board members will represent greater interests if their elections are 

subjected to partisan procedures, partisan elections focus issues ahead of personalities (p. 

57), partisan elections will pre-screen candidates for suitability (p. 60), a partisan system 
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make ineffective board members easier to defeat (p. 61), and that partisan politics will 

insulate school board members from personal attacks if they create policy using unpopular 

but sound judgment (p. 61).    

          Hess and Leal, in Howell’s (2005) edited work, suggest that public opinion is shaped 

by high profile, large urban districts with contentious races that get a significant amount of 

press coverage.  Media influence in the political realm for school boards is the subject of this 

study and that literature will be discussed in the next section. 

The Media as a Political Player 

          Gerstl-Pepin (2002) states, “The news media, as a cultural institution, play a key role 

in producing and controlling knowledge” (p. 40).  Graber (2002) articulates the political 

importance of mass media when she asserts “the impact of news stories on political leaders 

and on the average citizen’s views about the merits of public policies and the performance of 

public officials demonstrates how mass media, in combination with other political factors, 

can influence American politics” (p. 2).  The media, through words and pictures, model 

behaviors and attitudes that are acceptable or unacceptable, important or unimportant.  By 

doing so “the media present a set of cultural values that their audiences are likely to accept in 

whole or in part as typical of American society” (p. 2).  In short, Graber (2002) tells us, 

“news people determine what is news–that is-which political happenings will be covered and 

which will be ignored” (p. 6).  These choices can be significant for the public because if the 

media fails to cover an issue the public may never know about it.  For this reason, politicians 

have attempted to influence the timing and amount of media coverage by selectively 
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releasing information or establishing relationships with reporters as noted by Thomas 

Patterson in an edited work by Graber, McQuail, and Norris (1998).  However, in the same 

text, Pfetsch (1998) explains that these relationships are not as necessary as they used to be 

given the modernization of technical means of media communication and the advent of the 

modern political publicity process” (p. 72).  

          Graber (2002) references Harold Lasswell’s identified functions of the media, namely 

surveillance, interpretation, and socialization.  To them, Graber adds manipulation of politics.  

Media surveillance involves bringing people or issues to the fore by making the public aware 

of them.  In a positive way, this gets messages across to the public and can serve a great good 

for individuals, organizations, and the public.  However, the degree to which an issue or 

event is covered or ignored by the media can lead to a more informed public or a 

misinformed public.  Paletz (Graber, et al., 1998) agrees and notes the media decisions 

usually made based on accessibility of information and major players, the degree of 

emotional charge in the issue, and the level of public interest among other factors.  The costs 

of such surveillance can be great.   

 

Agenda setting is an area of media influence that can be particularly troublesome.  Graber 

 

(2002) reports: 

          The power of the media to set the agenda for politics is a matter of concern because  

          it is not controlled by a system of formal checks and balances as is power at   

          various levels of government.  It is not subject to periodic review through the  

          electoral process.  If media emphases or claims are incorrect, remedies are few. 
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          Citizens can be protected from false advertising of consumer goods through truth 

          in advertising laws, but there is no way in which they can be protected from false 

          political claims or improper news selection by media personnel without impairing 

          the crucial rights to free speech and a free press. (p. 9) 

Even with this risk, mass media remains the lynchpin of information for the public and our 

connection to events at home and abroad.  Yet, even as journalists claim their position as 

mirror for the public, their coverage is “actually a highly selective account of events” 

(Graber, McQuail, & Norris, p. 17).   

          Despite the “mirror” claims above, the media “not only survey the events of the day 

and make them the focus of public and private attention, but they also interpret their 

meanings, put them into context, and speculate about their consequences” (Graber, 2002, p. 

10).  In this way the media can shape public opinion without expressly telling the public what 

to think.  The degree to which this is done accurately or absent bias can be argued.  Gerstl-

Pepin (2002) tells us that in the case of elections the media provides information to voters 

that are essential for maintaining the democratic process.  However, she argues that “the 

major news media tend to focus on representing candidates viewpoints and how voters are 

responding to them rather than any critical analysis of whether their take on the issues is 

lacking” (p. 38).  This is important as she asserts that the main way the public is informed 

about political candidates, either locally or nationally, is through the news media.   

          The final function of the media identified by Lasswell and referenced by Graber (2002) 

is socialization.  This function is related to the cultural values communicated to the public via 
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the news choices of mass media.  Graber references post 1970’s research that indicates that 

the majority of information adults receive is supplied by mass media.  That is not to say that 

the media shape all opinions, but rather that adults use the information supplied by the media, 

along with other information, cultural values, and the like to form their opinions.  

          Graber (2002) added political manipulation to Lasswell’s functions and notes that 

press manipulation of the political process can be traced to the post-Watergate years.  It takes 

the form of investigative journalism and is not confined to print media.  She uses the 

Theodore Roosevelt term, muckraking, to indicate the rooting out of wrongdoing or to insert 

conflict into the political process. It can also be referred to as watchdog journalism.  The 

media engage in this type of journalism for many reasons.  Nobly, it is often done to expose 

corruption or misconduct in government.  Ignobly, it is also done to stir controversy and 

boost ratings and profits.   

          Gerstl-Pepin (2002) echoes the notion of muckraking and shallow media coverage in 

her analysis of the media and the 2000 presidential election.  She writes, “By focusing on 

representing the views of candidates in election campaign coverage, they distort the public’s 

understanding of social problems by often relying on the candidates themselves to determine 

the parameters of the debate” (p. 43).  Patterson (1998, 2008), in both editions of the edited 

work by Graber, et al., asserts that journalists often engage in “pack reporting” (p. 24) as they 

agree among themselves about the best way to present and report on news.  He echoes the 

assertion that U.S. reporters, as a rule, fail to delve too deeply into news topics but he finds 
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that the reason is the need to maintain some sense of objectivity and avoid the appearance of 

bias.   

          Gerstl-Pepin (2002) and Patterson (1998, 2008) agree that the press engages in 

muckraking.  Patterson states that the operational philosophy of the press is that politicians 

are self-serving and, therefore, this relieves the press from any serious obligation for careful 

or deep investigative reporting.  He argues that they pit candidates against each other and 

thus support controversy rather than straightforward reporting.  Gerstl-Pepin echoes, “The 

major national news media feed the public’s interest in conflict by highlighting this aspect of 

issues rather than examining and critically analyzing the issues for themselves” (p. 43).  

Anderson (2007) concurs when he writes, “We know that news is subtly and not-so-subtly 

shaped by audiences’ prurient interests, the interests of corporate sponsors, and ideological 

bias” (p. 104).  Both authors note that mass media is a business and must appeal to a broad 

audience in order to survive.   

          A review of mass media should also include a word about journalists themselves.  

Graber, et al. includes Patterson’s (1998) study of 1,300 journalists worldwide and his 

analysis of survey responses.  He surveyed journalists, both print media and broadcast, in the 

U.S., Britain, Germany, Italy, and Sweden in an effort to assess their views on bias and 

objectivity.  He offered four scenarios as part of the survey and asked each journalist to make 

news decisions about them.   

          Patterson analyzed their responses and found that in seventeen of the cases there was 

some level of partisan slant.  He subjected those responses to two measures of journalistic 
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partisanship and noted that the results indicated strong evidence of partisan beliefs 

influencing the decisions made by the journalists.  He notes that this bias manifests itself 

most often in the manner in which an issue is covered such as a focus on tighter air quality 

controls (left leaning) versus a focus on the costs of such to businesses (right leaning).   

          Patterson found that in all five news systems “journalists are actively involved in the 

interpretation of political reality and thus in the framing of political alternatives” (p. 24).  We 

noted earlier the American interpretation of objectivity as fairness and balance and 

Patterson’s results concur.  Regarding “pack reporting”, he notes its presence and states, 

“U.S. journalists were substantially more likely than their European counterparts to make the 

same choices when asked to make decisions about a news situation” (p. 24).  Gerstl-Pepin 

(2002) notes that media reporting rests on their presumed “veil of objectivity”, however 

value judgments are certainly in play as decisions are made about what to cover.  She notes 

that this effectively always leaves some voices out of the debate.     

          This study examines the possible role of and impact of print media issue framing in 

reporting about the WCPSS school board.  Anderson (2007) tells us that in “the world of 

educational reform, the information age is fast becoming the age of disinformation” (p. 105).  

He argues that educators, and those who support them, must become better and more fully 

informed about policy reform and decisions.  He asserts, “No analysis of contemporary 

educational politics can ignore the role of the media” (p. 104).  The next section reviews 

literature related to the media’s role in issue framing and the importance of language and 

news choices made by the media.   
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Agenda Setting, Priming, and Issue Framing 

          As discussed in the prior section, the amount of attention paid by the press to political 

issues can mean the difference between intense public interest and obscurity.  The manner in 

which the press reports, or frames, their coverage can be critical as well.  Patterson (1998) 

tells us “through the frames they employ and the gate-keeping role they play, journalists help 

to shape public opinion and debate” (p. 17).   

          Gerston (2004) notes the critical role the media plays in getting issues into the public 

view and onto the public agenda.  He quotes the phrase “CNN effect” to describe the intense 

level of activity of the media in political affairs and their ability to impact public opinion.  

Further, he notes that not everything put in the press gets the public’s attention due to 

information overload and the public’s selectivity about what to read and watch.  However, he 

asserts that if the “triggering mechanism is serious, if enough people are sensitive to the 

issue, and if the event receives sufficient media exposure, chances are that a once-private 

matter will find its way to the public agenda” (p. 57). 

          Edelman (1988) tells us that “language is the key creator of the social worlds people 

experience, not a tool for describing an objective reality” (p. 103).  Experienced political 

strategists know that public opinion can be swayed in one direction or another by what they 

are able to entice the media to report.  He writes that most of the public does not experience 

events or issues but rather the language that surrounds those issues or events.  In essence, 

“political language is political reality” (p. 104).   
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          Cooper, Fusarelli, and Randall (2004) and McCombs and Shaw (1972) also note the 

power of the press.  McCombs and Shaw remind us that, as it relates to politics,  “most of 

what people know comes to them ‘second’ or ‘third’ hand from the mass media and from 

other people” (p. 176).  Cooper, Fusarelli, and Randall report that the media exerts control 

over how quickly issues rise to public view and thus get on the public agenda.  They assert 

that this control over issues rising to public view is also control over the scope of politics.  

They write, “Language is an expression of power relations” (p. 69).  They observe that when 

the media or political actors cloak issues in language that appeals to the public, or stirs them 

in some way, they generate more support.  The literature tells us that this control, or power, 

can be secured in three ways, specifically agenda-setting, priming, and framing.   

Agenda Setting and Priming 

          Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) draw on the work of McCombs and Shaw (1972) and 

refer to agenda setting as the “strong correlation between the emphasis that mass media place 

on certain issues … and the importance attributed to these issues by mass audiences” (p. 11).  

They note that priming is often understood as an extension of agenda setting.  They define 

priming as “changes in the standards that people use to make political evaluations (p. 11).  

Reyes, Wagstaff, and Fusarelli (1999) offer an example of priming when they write about the 

growing power of the media in the 1980s and their presentation of preferred education policy 

options in answer to A Nation at Risk.  As noted earlier, for a majority of the public the 

media is their source of political information.   
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          Edelman (1988) comments on both the political influence of the media and the creation 

of the public spectacle when he writes: 

          Problems come into discourse and therefore into existence as reinforcements of  

          ideologies, not simply because they are there or because they are important for  

          well-being.  They signify who are virtuous and useful and who are dangerous or 

          inadequate, which actions will be rewarded and which penalized. (p. 12) 

In this way, the professional, and sometimes political, choices made by the mass media on 

what to cover and what to ignore, sometimes at the urging of political figures or 

organizations, feed the public what they term neutral information as the public works to 

make cognitive constructions of “problems”.  He states, “The experienced political world 

hinges on what interest groups can induce the media to report and what experiences those 

reports displace” (p. 35).  Such public constructions or understandings can have political 

implications for all political figures, even public school boards.   

          Edelman (1977) in an earlier work discusses the symbolism of language and how the 

public transforms words and symbols into meaning and states “it is language that evokes 

most of the political ‘realities’ people experience” (p. 3).  In this way, mass media choices 

and their capacity to engage in agenda setting is critical to political survival.   Edelman 

(1988) continues, “The spectacle constituted by news reporting continuously constructs and 

reconstructs social problems, crises, enemies, and leaders and so creates a succession of 

threats and reassurances” (p. 1).   
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          McCombs and Shaw (1972) conducted a study of mass media agenda setting effects in 

Chapel Hill, N.C. related to the 1968 presidential campaign.  They analyzed the responses of 

voters to the critical issues of the campaign in relation to what the mass media reported as the 

critical issues of the campaign.  Using filter questions and polling members in districts that 

represented an accurate cross section of the voting public, they conducted 100 interviews 

with voters who were identified using the filter questions as uncommitted to a specific 

candidate.  The voters were asked to identify what they would define as the most important 

issues of the campaign regardless of what candidates were saying at the time. 

          McCombs and Shaw also analyzed mass media reporting using four local newspapers, 

two national newspapers and two nationally circulated news magazines, and two national 

television broadcast news agencies.  News reported was divided into major and minor 

categories, with major news coverage defined for print media as space and position in the 

publication, and for TV broadcasts it was defined by position in the broadcast and time 

allotted.  Interestingly, their research revealed that the majority of major coverage was 

related to political campaign analysis and not to issues.  This was true of all the candidates in 

the election.  Coverage of who was doing better in the campaign far outweighed coverage of 

candidate opinions on public welfare. 

          A second finding of their research related to mass media reporting on party focus on 

issues.  They found high correlation between what voters reported as the major issues of the 

campaign and the issues that received the most focus from mass media, specifically a 

correlate of .967.  A strong correlation held for minor issues as well at .979.  “In short, the 
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data suggest a very strong relationship between the emphasis placed on different campaign 

issues by the media … and the judgments of voters as to the salience and importance of 

various campaign topics” (McCombs & Shaw, 1972, p. 181).   

          McCombs and Shaw delved deeper into opinions of voters by disaggregating the 

responses of those voters who, while yet uncommitted, expressed a preference for a 

candidate or party.  Their findings indicated that, rather than focusing more on the mass 

media coverage of their preferred candidate/party, these voters gave attention to all news 

reported, not just that related to their preference.  Thus, they assert this as evidence of the 

agenda setting function of the media. 

          Building on this work, Scheufele (1999) and Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) note 

that both agenda setting and priming are memory based models of how people process 

information, or salience models.  Agenda setting and priming assume that people form 

attitudes based on the most accessible, or salient, information for them at the time they make 

decisions.  Scheufele and Tewksbury comment that the public will form judgments based on 

the ease with which information or associations can be brought to their minds. They write, 

“By making some issues more salient in people’s mind (agenda setting), mass media can also 

shape the considerations that people take into account when making judgments about 

political candidates or issues (priming)” (p. 11). 

          Agenda setting can also work to keep an issue off the public agenda as well.  When 

mass media is silent about an issue it is likely that the public will be uninformed. A recent 

example is the current controversy surrounding Common Core State Standards.  McShane 
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and Hess (2014) studied media coverage of the Common Core development since its 

inception in 2009 as a result of discussions with the National Governors Association and the 

Council of Chief State School Officers.  The researchers found the from 2009 until 2011 

media coverage of the Common Core was minimal, despite nearly every state in the nation 

adopting the standards and holding millions of American students and teachers accountable 

for learning and teaching them. When examining the minimal press coverage, the researchers 

also noted that rarely was any controversy or criticism noted in the coverage.  According to a 

LexisNexis search, the researchers found no more than 2,500 articles related to the Common 

Core in the years 2009 – 2011.  However, when the Common Core standards were mentioned 

in President Obama’s 2012 campaign for President and his State of the Union address in the 

same year, media coverage began to increase.  Using the same LexisNexis search McShane 

and Hess found 7,800 Common Core articles in 2012 and 26, 401 articles in 2013.  Media 

silence was broken and Common Core standards were on the national agenda.  The media 

was the outlet of information to parents and the public regarding Common Core and the 

backlash became quite negative, with the public believing they had been deceived in some 

way.  

Framing 

          George Lakoff, in his 2004 primer on political language for the Democratic Party titled 

Don’t Think of an Elephant, wrote that frames are the mental structures shaping how we see 

and make sense of the world.  He says that reframing our thoughts is engaging in social 

change. Edelman (1988) eloquently writes, “The ingenuity of the human mind in 
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constructing worlds and the capacity of language to indulge that talent are subtle and 

concealed, but they are also the fundamental influences upon politics” (p. 102), and “political 

language is political reality” (p. 104).   

          Scheufele (1999), in his writing on framing as a media effect, presents the work of 

multiple authors and studies on the impact that mass media has on its audiences.  He notes 

that to frame is “to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 

communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (p. 107).   

          Framing (Scheufele, 1999; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007) is the process whereby 

mass media engage in specific language choices to report the news and, intentionally or 

unintentionally, activate or change the frames already present in the minds of the audience or 

reader.  Mass media’s portrayal of events can be impacted by the context of the story, the 

organizational politics of the news publication or company, accessibility to information about 

the issue, the values of the reporter, and the reporter’s perceptions about his audience.   

          Scheufele (1999) and Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) assert that framing must be 

examined as a construction of social reality.  When framing an issue or event, a reporter can 

“influence opinions by stressing specific values, facts, and other considerations, endowing 

them with greater apparent relevance to the issue than they might appear to have under an 

alternate frame” (p. 116).  Marla Sanders conducted a case study on North Carolina House 

Bill 1183 which sought to provide access to in-state college tuition rates for undocumented 

students if they met a set of specified criteria.  In her findings, Sanders found that the media’s 
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impact on the defeat on this bill was undeniable.  Her data suggests that newspaper articles 

were written in such a way as to sensationalize the issue and draw attention from readers.  

One Bill supporter interviewed pointedly noted that the media portrayed the bill in a way that 

would draw a large number of readers to their publications.  She quotes examples of 

language choices, or frames, used in the News and Observer such as “free tuition for illegals” 

and “noncitizens could get tuition deal” as examples of how the media frames and 

sensationalizes issues (p. 85).  

          Researchers (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007) find that there are individual frames and 

there are media frames.  Media frames help reporters organize and make sense of a plethora 

of information, meaning that mass media develop a central organizing idea to turn events or 

issues into something meaningful that can be reported.  Individual frames are a person’s own 

schema, which is the audience’s pre-existing knowledge or values on an issue or event and 

how they comprehend the news.  The interplay of these frames produces a media effect.   

          Gerstl-Pepin (2002) noted that the dominance of the two party political system in the 

United States often influences frames.  She notes that, in terms of education, mass media 

often frame educational issues as either/or scenarios.  This two-dimensional approach by 

mass media effectively eliminates broad exposure of alternate scenarios, issues, or solutions.  

As noted earlier, she points out that when candidates are allowed to dictate the debate in the 

press, with no critical assessment of their claims, alternate perspectives are effectively shut 

out. 
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Social Media and Internet News 

          A discussion of news reporting in 2014 must include some discussion of e-news and 

social media.  The focus of this study is print news, however in many instances the substance 

of online reports mirrors that found in the print version.  Social media and Internet outlets, 

however, can provide nearly instantaneous news. In terms of the local paper analyzed in this 

case study, the News and Observer, its education reporter submits his reports online from the 

School Board room as the meeting is taking place.  The substance of his report appears in the 

print version of the paper, in the online version of the news, and in the online blog related to 

education news.   

          Weeks and Holbert (2013) report that the use of news in social media has increased by 

more than 50% since 2009.  They contend that social media web sites have become mediums 

whereby users actively participate in news distribution. They conducted a study social media 

factors that predict news dissemination in social media, specifically news reception and 

friending news outlets/reporters in social media.  They also explored partisanship and its role 

as a framework for how subscribers see the news and for how subscribers might interact with 

the news depending on partisan identifications.   

          Weeks and Holbert (2013) define social media as that which “allows users to connect 

and communication with each other, as well as exchange and share information” (p. 214).  

They note that news reception on social network sites can take place by subscribers signing 

up for news updates, accessing the web sites of news organizations or other outlets, or by a 

friend linking a particular site to the subscriber’s network page.  Despite how it happens, the 
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availability of social media makes news access nearly instantaneous.  News dissemination 

happens quite similarly with the sharing of information between subscribers or web sites.  

          Their study suggests that reception and friending are highly predictive of news 

dissemination and reception.  Weeks and Holbert (2013) also report that the relationship 

between friending and news reception was “significantly stronger for partisans than 

nonpartisans” (p. 226).  The opposite was true for non-partisans.  The researchers note that, 

in terms of social media, news reception, and the strong relationship with partisans, partisans 

are more active in many civic areas than non-partisans and thus more likely to receive news.  

Non-partisans strong relationship with news dissemination may result from a lack of formally 

identified party alliance but more willingness to distribute news from one subscriber to 

another as non-partisans explore information.   

          Ben Wasike (2013) conducted a study of issue framing, specifically focusing on 

Twitter and the role of social media editors.  He notes that Twitter defines itself as an 

information network that operates in real time that allows users to access information across 

a broad spectrum that they may find interesting.  Wasike states that personalization plays a 

key role in all social media and Twitter is no exception.  The role of the social media editor is 

to post links to other media and Wasike’s study examined whether format, for example print 

or TV, played a role in the social media editor’s choices of links to post to Twitter.   

          Wasike (2013) examines blogs as well.  He defines blogs as web logs where people 

can express ideas, interests, and opinions on line.  He discusses that journalists, whether on 

line or in print, tend to use different frames in different contexts. For example, he notes that 
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journalists tend to use a conflict frame to report on adversarial issues, a human interest frame 

to emotionalize a story, or a morality frame when reporting on religious or moral issues.  

          Wasike (2013) found that TV news social media editors posted different frames than 

print news social media editors.  TV social media editors tended to focus on technology 

frames, which were the majority of all tweets regardless of format, while print news social 

media editors overwhelmingly focused on human interest stories.  In addition, print news 

social media editors focused more on the conflict and economic frames.   

          As news readership has fallen, social media editors are engaged in finding ways to 

increase readership.  This means employing any means available.  Social media is one way to 

direct traffic to the main news web site to increase readership and use of Twitter is a way to 

personalize the experience for readers.  Wasike (2013) proposes that this may be the way for 

more traditional news outlets to access younger and more tech savvy readers.  

          This qualitative case study examines how print media framing of issues and tone of 

coverage in reporting may impact the Wake County School Board.  By examining print 

media and their associated media effects, the researcher seeks to inform public school boards 

on the ways that media coverage can impact public perception of their work and policies.  

This examination is significant for public school boards as they grapple with the current 

issues of equity, the Common Core curriculum, and other issues salient to the governance of 

public schools. 



36 

 

 

 

 

          Chapter Three presents the research design and methodology employed in the study.  It 

is followed by an analysis of the data in Chapter 4 and a discussion of the study’s findings in 

Chapter 5 with implications for research, policy, and practice.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY 

 

Introduction 

          The purpose of this study was to examine the framing and tone of print media coverage 

of the Wake County School Board from 2000 to 2013.  This chapter presents the research 

questions used and an explanation of the methodology employed for data collection and data 

analysis in the study.  

Research Questions 

          The questions driving this research study are:  

1. How has the volume of media coverage of the WCPSS school board 

changed in the years from 2000 – 2013? 

2. What changes can be found in the tone of media coverage of the WCPSS 

school board in the years from 2000 – 2013? 

3. To what factors or forces do reporters attribute the choices of tone and 

issue framing in coverage of the Wake County school board? 

Selection of Qualitative Research Methodology 

          Merriam (1998) states that all forms of qualitative study have the researcher as the 

primary instrument of data collection and seek to understand and convey the ways in which 

people make meaning of the situation or context.  Additionally, she adds that qualitative 

studies are descriptive and data are analyzed with an inductive approach.  She states that a 
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“case study design is employed to gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and 

meaning for those involved” (p. 19).   

          Creswell (2007) notes that qualitative research falls within the realm of scientific 

research in that it begins with a problem or situation, examines pertinent literature related to 

the problem or situation, poses a question(s), gathers data around the problem and analyzes 

it, and then reports findings.  The framework of this qualitative research study examines 

media coverage of the Wake County School Board and the literature associated with media 

coverage and issue framing in that coverage.  Data has been gathered and reported in this 

study.  This exploratory study meets all these requirements.  

          Bogdan and Biklen (2003) take a similar approach to defining qualitative research.  

They note five characteristics of all qualitative research.  First, they are naturalistic, meaning 

the subject or unit of study is examined in its natural context.  This study will examine the 

operations of the Wake County Public School Board and its portrayal in print media between 

2000 and 2013.  This time period allows for multiple election cycles as well as changes to the 

composition of the School Board.  These changes, coupled with analysis of reporting during 

the associated periods, may enrich the researchers understanding of possible media effects.  

The Wake County Public School System is the largest school system in the state of North 

Carolina and the county contains the capital city of Raleigh.  The News and Observer is the 

only major daily publication with its home office located in Raleigh.  Its circulation extends 

to the eastern portions of the state and its content also appears nearly identically online for 

more tech savvy subscribers. Second, the authors state that qualitative studies are rich in 
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descriptive data. This study will seek to identify and describe possible ways that the media 

has shaped the political operations of the school board.  Third, such studies are concerned 

with process, or how do people make meaning of what they read in this case?  This study 

examines how the media makes meaning for readers in the way that they report on issues.  

Fourth, qualitative research is inductive and seeks to begin with broad concepts or 

generalizations and allow the data to funnel or narrow the area of study.  This study began 

with the topic of media coverage about the Wake County School Board and allowed frames 

and themes to emerge from the articles read and analyzed.  Finally, the authors assert that 

qualitative research is concerned with meaning making.  This qualitative study analyzes the 

language used by print media to frame issues related to the WCPSS school board and 

influence meaning making for its readers.  

Rationale for Case Study 

          This qualitative case study examines print media issue framing in coverage of the 

Wake County Public School Board. Creswell (2007) states: 

          Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a   

          bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through 

          detailed, in depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g.  

          observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and 

          reports a case description and case-based themes. (p. 73) 

This study involves a single unit or closed system, namely the Wake County Public School 

Board.  It is clearly identifiable and bounded, and is therefore a good candidate for the case 
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study approach (Creswell, 2007).  Yin (2003) states that “…case studies are the preferred 

strategy when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, when the investigator has little 

control over events, and when the focus is on contemporary phenomenon within some real-

life context” (p. 1).  He defines a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context …” (p. 13)   

          Merriam (1998) tells us that qualitative case study methodology is often used in 

educational studies and that “insights gleaned from case studies can directly influence policy, 

practice, and future research” (p. 19).  Bogdan and Biklen define case study as the “detailed 

examination of one setting, or a single subject, a single depository of documents, or one 

particular event” (p. 54).  Stake (1995) describes this type of case study as exploratory and 

should be used when there is “…a need for general understanding, and feel that we may gain 

insight into the question by studying a particular case” (p. 3).  

          This qualitative case study investigates media portrayal of the WCPSS School Board 

and its operations in the real, contemporary world of print journalism.  It is not a specific 

study about the Wake school board.  Rather, the Wake County School Board is the vehicle 

used to gain understanding about the possible role of the media in framing issues related to 

school board operations.  By examining the media’s role as it relates to the Wake County 

school board, there is the potential that the findings of this study may in some way inform 

school board practices and policies in Wake County and beyond.  
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Site Selection and Sampling 

          The site for this research study was purposefully chosen.  Based on its 2013-2014 

student enrollment, Wake County is the largest district in North Carolina and one of the 16 

largest school districts in the nation.  A cursory examination of print media indicates that it 

has received a great deal of contemporary media coverage, including at a national level, 

which makes it a good choice for this study.  Bogdan and Biklen (2003) write that purposeful 

sampling is used when the researcher chooses specific pieces of evidence because they are 

“believed to facilitate the expansion of the developing theory” (p. 65).  The volume of print 

media articles related to the WCPSS school board during a thirteen-year period is too many 

to count in its entirety.  Articles related to the school board that are advertisements, school 

performances, meeting notices and the like have little to do with issue framing.  The 

researcher employed purposeful sampling to make decisions about articles to include and to 

discard, thus allowing for reformation of the questions as new data is discovered.  

          The print media chosen for the study was likewise purposefully chosen.  Merriam 

(1998) notes that newspapers, or mass media, fall into the category of public record 

documents.  She defines purposeful sampling as “based on the assumption that the 

investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a 

sample from which the most can be learned” (p. 61).  In this qualitative case study, the 

researcher gathered data from both local and national print newspapers.  The local papers 

included are the News and Observer and the Independent.  Nationally distributed newspapers 

included are the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal. The News and Observer, New 
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York Times, and Wall Street Journal are daily circulars while the Independent and has a more 

localized circulation and is produced weekly.  The Independent, as its name suggests, is an 

independent publication and tends to a more liberal view of the news.  Regarding national 

publications, the New York Times has a more liberal reputation for news coverage than the 

Wall Street Journal, thus they were chosen to provide a balance to reporting analysis.  A 

cursory search through the online archives of each newspaper indicates coverage of the 

WCPSS School Board during the period delimited in this study.  

          In addition to the print media noted, the researcher examined the online News and 

Observer blog Wake Ed.  Gerstl-Pepin (2002) relays that “how the media frames issues can 

severely limit a voter’s access to alternative discourses” (p. 40).  Public blogs, such as Wake 

Ed, offer the opportunity for the public to voice opinions related to the issues presented and 

thus warrant minor inclusion in this study.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data Collection 

          Documents, specifically newspaper articles, are the primary source material for this 

research study, supplemented by interviews with key media reporters from local newspapers.  

Altheide and Schneider (2013) state that a document “can be defined as any symbolic 

representation that can be recorded or retrieved for analysis” (p. 5).  Newspaper articles from 

the newspapers were collected via an online archive search using initial search terms and 

subsequent search terms that revealed themselves during the initial search and preliminary 

examination of the documents.  Merriam (1998) tells us that this approach is “particularly 
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fitting in qualitative studies, which, by their very nature, are emergent in design and 

inductive in analysis” (p. 133).   

          Articles chosen from online print collections or archives were those published between 

2000 and 2013.  These dates were purposefully chosen to include multiple school board 

election cycles and possible changes in operation and media portrayal over time. Qualitative 

research software, specifically Nvivo10 (2012), was used to gather, organize, and store the 

subject articles.  

          Focused interviews were conducted with the education reporters from the local 

newspapers included in the study.  These include the News and Observer and Independent.  

An interview protocol was used to give all interviews a sense of structure, however, the 

researcher intended for the interviews to flow based largely on the responses of the 

journalists.  Yin (2003) writes that effective interviews are fluid in nature even if beginning 

with some degree of structure as an introduction.   

          Interviews were conducted using the interview protocol found in Appendix A. The 

interviews were used to gain insight into the decisions made in writing the news reports and 

as a means of familiarization of the researcher with the process used to determine what to 

include in news reports related to the Wake County Public Schools Board of Education. 

Additional questions to those found on the protocol were asked as needed based on responses 

of the reporters to the structured questions.   

          The protocol in Appendix A guided but did not hinder the interview.  Stake (1995) 

notes that a significant difference between an observation and an interview is in the level of 
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specificity and description in the former as opposed to careful listening and periodic jotting 

of notes in the latter.  Regarding focused interviews, Yin (2003) writes, “…interviews may 

still remain open-ended and assume a conversational manner, but you are more likely to be 

following a certain set of questions derived from the case study protocol” (p. 90).  The 

interviews were notated but not recorded as agreed with the reporters. Responses were 

repeated to reporters during the interviews and notations were used to assist the researcher in 

accurately conveying context and accuracy of interpretation.  

Data Analysis 

          Analysis of the articles chosen was conducted based on a document analysis protocol 

that was applied to each article.  The protocol is found in Appendix B.  Newspapers are 

coded as News and Observer (NO), Independent (I), New York Times (NY), and the Wall 

Street Journal (WS) and articles numbered by newspaper (e.g. #1NO) as needed. 

          Altheide and Schneider (2013) define document analysis as an integrated and 

conceptually informed method, procedure, and technique for locating, identifying, retrieving, 

and analyzing documents for their relevance, significance, and meaning.  Howell and 

Prevenier (2001) tell us that researchers must  “always consider the conditions under which a 

source was produced – the intentions that motivated it – but they must not assume that such 

knowledge tells them all they need to know about its ‘reliability’” (p. 19).  Application of the 

same protocol to each article used in this study addresses at least one issue of reliability in 

analysis.  They further advise the researcher to consider for each source the context, author, 
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issuer, publisher, institution, and intended audience (p. 33).  The protocol in Appendix B 

adheres to this suggestion. 

          The protocol was used not only to note both the extent and volume of coverage given 

to the WCPSS school board by each newspaper between 2000 and 2013 but also to examine 

the tone of the coverage and possible changes over time.  The framing of news coverage 

related to the Wake County Public School Board was analyzed with the document protocol in 

Appendix B.  Attention was paid to descriptive language used by the reporters and whether 

they employed traditional frames such as conflict, morality, technology, or others.  

Frequently occurring words or phrases were categorized as they emerged from the data 

collection and analysis. Altheide and Schneider (2013) and McShane and Hess (2014) have 

employed this technique when analyzing documents. In addition, the researcher payed 

particular attention to the volume of coverage and possible correlations to school board 

election cycles.   

          Reporter responses during the focused interviews were analyzed to deepen researcher 

understanding of the context in which print media reporters make decisions.  The structured 

questions in protocol A were asked of all interviewees.  The researcher probed for additional 

information and clarification as was comfortable in the setting and needed for understanding.  

Additional information the researcher attempted to glean from the interviews was the 

interviewee’s perspectives on the context of the news in general and on their print media 

organization in particular. 
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Reliability and Validity 

          This research study deals exclusively with documents, either originally in print or in 

the online blog.  Interviews were conducted with the reporters of the news articles in the 

newspapers named above.  All articles carry a byline and, thus, are public documents.  No 

confidentiality associated with the reporters interviewed was compromised, as their 

newspaper reports are already public documents.  The researcher attempted to account for 

reliability in the documents by using a variety of publications, both local and national.   

          This qualitative research study explores media issue framing related to the WCPSS 

School Board.  It is not intended to be prescriptive but rather descriptive and informative.  As 

Merriam (1995) notes, it is designed to “understand the particular in depth, rather than 

finding out what is generally true of the many” (p. 4).  Generalization to other contexts is 

strictly left to the individual reader and not intended by the researcher.  

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

          This qualitative research study is limited by the fact that it focuses on one school 

district.  Such a small sample size may present issues with generalizability to other districts.  

In addition, the study relies on the print media choices of the researcher and does not 

represent an exhaustive search or examination of all print media coverage of the WCPSS 

school board.  It is important to note that this study does not examine or consider what is not 

reported by the media as related to the Wake County School Board.  Further, those topics or 

issues addressed in articles not included in the study were not considered in any way in the 

analysis.  
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          This study relies primarily on print articles.  However, as previously stated, while all 

print media publications included in the study offer online news, the content of e-news 

continues to be substantially similar, if not identical, to the print versions.  Editorials/blogs 

included in e-versions of such publications are not part of this study and television coverage 

of news is also not included.  

          In addition, there are limitations associated with document analysis.  Altheide and 

Schneider (2013) note that computer software programs are not well designed for addressing 

meaning making, rather they focus on words and phrases.  This study relies on the 

competence of the researcher to use the tools in Nvivo10 (2012) to reveal key language and 

patterns of language.  The researcher used the software to analyze the aggregate data, both 

print and interview, in order to make meaning.  

          The Wake County Public School System is the sixteenth largest school district in the 

United States and the largest district in North Carolina with a tenth day 2013-2014 student 

enrollment of 153,152 (WCPSS).  The Wake County government web site indicates that 

Wake’s population size, in the most recent figures available from 2012, is 952,151 (US 

Census Bureau).  A study of politics in a district this size may have limited applicability in 

smaller districts and counties.  In contrast, it could prove quite informative for similarly sized 

district school boards as they attempt to navigate increasing access of audiences to public 

information in print media and on the Internet.  

          This qualitative, instrumental case study is not an in-depth study of the Wake County 

School Board.  No former or present school board members were interviewed for the study.  
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In addition, no specific policies of the board were examined in depth.  Rather, this case study 

is about the media’s framing of issues as it reports on the work of the Wake School Board.  

All documents examined have been published and are thus public documents.  The public 

also knows the reporters to be interviewed because their names appear on their published 

work.  The scope of this study is intended to inform all school boards about the possible 

importance and impact that media framing of issues may play in school board operations.  As 

such, it is not intended to inform policy for school boards but rather to raise overall 

awareness as school boards interact with the media and the public.   

Researcher Bias 

          The issue of researcher bias may arise because the researcher works closely with the 

school district in the study.  The researcher is a school-based administrator in the Wake 

school district and has worked in the district for over twenty years.  She has worked in the 

district at the teacher, parent and administrative levels.  However, she has limited direct 

exposure with the print media.  In addition, she has little access to and no influence over the 

education reporters for any of the publications that are part of this qualitative study.  The 

researcher has not worked in the Communications Department of the WCPSS and has no 

exposure to the working relationship between the district and local print media.   

          This is an exploratory case study and not a prescriptive study.  Further, the study’s 

main focus is on media coverage of the district and the researcher is in no way involved in 

the coverage choices made by the newspapers or reporters.  In addition, application of a 
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consistent protocol across all documents from all sources, coupled with the interviews of 

education reporters, should guard against bias in interpretation on the part of the researcher.  

Summary 

          This chapter described the methodology used in the research study. This methodology 

is qualitative and uses a case study design.  Documents, specifically newspaper articles from 

the newspapers specified, are the primary source material for the study and a consistent 

protocol will be applied to each document.  Chapter Four presents the research findings.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

 

Introduction 

 

          This chapter presents the volume of articles from all four newspapers in the study.  The 

elements of the article protocol were incorporated into Nvivo10 (2012) as frames and further 

analyzed for descriptive language and frequently occurring words.  The information in this 

chapter was collected using multiple search strings in two databases, specifically NewsBank 

for articles found in the News and Observer and Pro-quest for articles found in the Wall 

Street Journal and the New York Times.   Articles published in the Independent are found on 

their web site (IndyWeek) in the article/issue archive.  Data will be presented on both volume 

and frequency of word occurrence in all articles.  Election years in all volume tables are 

labeled, indicating an expected increase in coverage.  

          The tone of the coverage in all four newspapers was analyzed by placing the 

descriptive elements of the protocol in Appendix A into source folders, nodes, and sub-nodes 

in Nvivo 10 (2012).  Word frequency queries and text search queries were conducted to 

determine those terms that appeared most often in articles from each newspaper and in each 

Frame Node.  Additional information is provided related to school board election years and 

changes in the superintendent in the Wake County School System.  The chapter will first 

present data on all the articles as a whole and will follow with data related to specific 

publications.  
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          Interviews were also conducted with education reporters for the two local newspapers.  

Summaries of the interviews and a comparison of responses by question are included in this 

chapter.  

Article Overview 

          Articles were collected based on year and publication.  The collection of Independent 

articles required perusal of entire issues in their archives.  Search terms used to narrow the 

text search in the issue archives were Wake County School Board and WCPSS, the 

abbreviation for the Wake County Public School System.  Search terms for The Wall Street 

Journal included Wake County, Wake County Public Schools, Raleigh, and North Carolina.  

Additional searches modified terms to include integration, segregation, re-segregation, civil 

rights, law, superintendent, mayor, and diversity but produced no additional results.  

          Article searches for the New York Times included search terms Wake County, Wake 

County Public Schools, North Carolina, segregation, re-segregation, elections, civil rights, 

and busing.  The News and Observer article results were found using two significant search 

strings that included the following terms:  “Wake County”, “public school*”, school board, 

re-segregation, busing, civil rights, student assignment, elections, Century Foundation, 

Assignment by Choice, ACLU, CCAAC, and delimiting by “not editorial”.   The total 

number of articles found is seen in the table below.  These totals include news articles and, 

on rare occasions, opinion or blog entries that met the search criteria.   
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Table 1.  Article Totals by Publication 

Publication Total # Articles 

News and Observer 1003 

The Independent   167 

The New York Times       8 

The Wall Street Journal       1 

 

 

Total article numbers by publication and by year are presented in the next table.  Election 

years are marked in the table.  The number of articles may predictably increase in years when 

school board seats are up for election.  Publications are abbreviated N&O (News and 

Observer), I (Independent), NYT (New York Times), and WSJ (Wall Street Journal). 

 

Table 2.  Article Totals by Year and Publication 

 Publication Name 

  

 N&O I NYT WSJ 

Year     

 

2000 

 

22 

 

0 

 

0 

 

0 

 

2001* 

 

34 

 

1 

 

0 

 

0 

 

2002 

 

29 

 

0 

 

0 

 

0 

 

2003* 

 

34 

 

1 

 

0 

 

0 

 

2004 

 

19 

 

0 

 

0 

 

0 

 

2005* 

 

31 

 

4 

 

1 

 

0 

 

2006 

 

25 

 

2 

 

0 

 

0 
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*denotes election year 

 

 

As seen in the table, the number of articles related to WCPSS school board and/or system 

rose dramatically in local papers in the year 2009 as a result of a contentious school board 

election that took place.  This election followed years of disagreement between factions of 

the community and the school board over two related topics, namely year rounds schools and 

the student assignment policy.  As noted by one reporter and discussed later in this chapter, 

these two issues gave rise to grass roots organizations that mobilized for the October 2009 

election.   

          Board member Ron Margiotta was elected in 2005 and was a critic of a standing policy 

by the WCPSS School Board to diversify schools using economic based school assignments 

and busing (News and Observer, 11/19/05).  In 2009, election results placed four like-minded 

Table 2 Continued 

              Publication Name 

 

 N&O I NYT WSJ 

Year 

 

2007* 

 

 

34 

 

 

6 

 

 

2 

 

 

1 

 

2008 

 

36 

 

4 

 

1 

 

0 

 

2009* 

 

120 

 

17 

 

0 

 

0 

 

2010 

 

198 

 

28 

 

3 

 

0 

 

2011* 

 

195 

 

20 

 

1 

 

0 

 

2012 

 

153 

 

11 

 

0 

 

0 

 

2013* 

 

73 

 

10 

 

0 

 

0 
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colleagues on the board to join Margiotta, which ushered in a significant increase in news 

print space allowed for reporting on the work of the school board.         

          The article protocol used in this study includes frames often associated with reporting 

on schools and school boards.  These frames were used to categorize the overall content of 

the articles in this study. Those frames are Elections, Finance, Opinion/Blog, Policy, and 

Public Trust.  The frames were used as parent nodes in Nvivo10 (2012) for sorting article 

foci and as a starting point for word frequency/theme searches and text searches.  Within 

these nodes are the themes examined in this study.  

          Using these frames, word frequency queries were conducted specific to the frames.  The 

query produced the 100 most frequently occurring words in the each frame.  Word frequency 

queries were also generated for each publication based on the total number of articles.  

Search criteria for all word frequency queries required that words be at least 4 letters in 

length.  From original lists for each publication and theme, a word-stop list was generated for 

terms that were not directly related to the subject of the article, such as they, them, have, and 

then.  Proper names found in the top 100 words were left on the list because this indicates 

whether certain board members garner more media coverage than others and can give an 

indication of other issues to be examined.  The final 100 most frequently occurring word 

lists, in conjunction with the corresponding word stop lists by publication, are found in 

Appendices C – J.   The 100 most frequently appearing word lists by node are found in 

Appendices K – O.  
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Text Search Results 

          Using the most word frequency searches to identify terms, the Nvivo10 (2012) text 

search feature query was conducted for specific words and/or phrases found on the frequency 

lists.  Results were gathered based on the number of sources that contained the search term or 

phrase and the number of overall references to the term or phrase in the sources.  

Overwhelmingly, the terms most often found in all sources were “income based assignment” 

and derivatives thereof with 801 sources and 4,432 references in those sources.  The phrase 

“choice plan” was also found in 801 sources with 5,631 references in all sources combined.  

Only one other term, “diversity,” was found in more than 500 sources and it was referred to 

in those sources 2,736 times.  These words and phrases are the dominant words and phrases 

in the articles examined.  

          Also noted on the list of 100 most frequent words was the occurrence of the terms 

Democrat or Democratic and Republican.  The term Republican outpaced Democratic with 

495 source occurrences and 1,886 references to the term.  Democratic appeared in 433 

sources with 1,698 references.  

Proper Names in Text Search Results 

          One final focus from the word frequency queries was the occurrence of proper names 

on the lists.  Those names were also used for text search queries in Nvivo 10 (2012).  The 

names appearing on the most frequent words lists are former school board members John 

Tedesco, Ron Margiotta, Debra Goldman, Chris Malone, and former superintendent Tony 

Tata.  These names appeared on the most frequent word lists for the local newspapers.  John 
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Tedesco was found in the most sources and had the most references, but only Ron Margiotta, 

who was also chairman of the school board for a time, appeared on a national newspaper 

word frequency list.  Again, the presence of proper names on the 100 most frequently 

occurring words lists is significant in that it indicates coverage of specific board members in 

addition to policies.  This suggests further study into reasons why the media would focus on 

individuals.  The text search list is found later in this chapter under the heading issue 

framing.  

Article Placement 

          Article placement in a publication is an indicator of the importance attached to the 

article by reporters and editors of the publication and reflects the editorial board’s beliefs 

about what the public wants to read most about.  The Wall Street Journal published only one 

article specifically related to the Wake County Public School System and School Board 

during the period 2000-2013.   The article was found in section B-1.  The article discusses 

the use of parental income levels in school assignment and integration now that the Supreme 

Court struck down voluntary desegregation polices.   

          A total of eight articles related to the Wake County Public School Board or System 

were published in the New York Times during the period 2000-2013.  All eight of those 

articles were found in section A of their respective editions.  The Independent, a small 

weekly publication in the Raleigh-Durham area, published articles related to the Wake 

County Public School Board/System in either the News section or in the Column section of 

the weekly paper.   
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          The News and Observer is a daily publication in the Raleigh-Durham area. As a daily 

publication, it has more print space than the smaller local Independent publication.  Articles 

in the News and Observer were found in a variety of publication locations.  The articles are 

nearly all found in either sections A or B, and are generally found on pages 1-2 of those 

respective sections.  Editorials are separate on the editorial page of the first section.   

          As a local daily newspaper, the News and Observer has more space to devote to 

educational issues important to the local community.  The subject of issue layout and print 

space was mentioned in a significant way by one reporter in this study and will be discussed 

in detail in later text.  It is important to note, however, that shrinking resources have led to 

reduced page space in publications, specifically the News and Observer, and has impacted 

coverage decisions related to local school boards and their members.  

Issue Framing and Policy  

          The review of literature revealed that issue framing in the media is about more than the 

words chosen.  Recalling Graber’s (2002) research on the media as a political player, we 

know that the media can set agendas based on the coverage decisions made. Those decisions 

include the frequency of coverage, the commitment of print space to coverage, and the 

language choices made in putting events and circumstances into context for readers who 

were, more likely than not, absent from the moment (Graber, McQuail, & Norris, 1998).  

          A text search was conducted on all articles using words commonly associated with 

schools and the work of school boards.  Specifically, the words conflict, cooperation, justice, 

and morality were used.  Parameters for the searches included the use of synonyms for the 
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terms.  The terms justice and morality resulted in surprisingly low returns.  The term justice 

and its synonyms were found in only 111 sources and with a mere 200 references over a 

fourteen-year period.  Similarly, the term morality and its synonyms produced search results 

including 77 sources and only 110 references.  On the surface, these data might suggest that 

little to any print space was devoted to such issues or that justice and morality are not a 

concern related to the WCPSS School Board for the community.  This seems unlikely given 

the breadth of contentious coverage found in local publications. 

          The term cooperation and its synonyms were found in 139 sources with 186 references.  

By contrast, the term conflict and its synonyms were found in 588 sources with 1191 

references.  Conflict and similar words were found four times as often in the articles in this 

study as the term cooperation and similar words.  This suggests that news space in all four 

publications in this study devoted more print space to issues and news related to conflict than 

to those espousing a theme of cooperation.  A discussion of possible reasons for this follows 

when the responses of reporters are analyzed. A table of text search terms/phrases follows 

here and lists the total number of sources in which the terms were found and the number of 

times each was referenced in the sources.  Note that the first three terms/phrases are related 

to the issue of where students are assigned to go to school.  This is a recurring concern in the 

articles throughout the entire period of the study.  The interconnectedness will also be 

discussed in the section related to reporter responses.  
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Table 3.  Source and Reference Numbers by Term/Phrase 

 

TERM/PHRASE SOURCES REFERENCES 

Choice Plan 801 5,631 

Income-based Assignment 801 4,432 

Diversity 678 2,736 

Conflict 588 1,191 

Republican 495 1,886 

Neighborhood Schools 447 1,350 

John Tedesco 347 1,065 

Democrat 433 1,698 

Busing  377 1,038 

Year-Round Schools 324 1,260 

Ron Margiotta 295 1,009 

Tony Tata 244 1,706 

Chris Malone 219     829 

Debra Goldman 201 1,060 

School Bonds 176 1,038 

Cooperation 139     186 

Justice 111      200 

Morality 77      110 
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Elections 

 

          A shift in coverage and language during the period 2000 – 2013 related to elections 

and school board candidates has occurred. While national papers do not focus on local 

elections for school board, the association of political parties with candidates is included in 

the NYT articles beginning in 2010.  In the Independent, party affiliation was largely absent 

from stories related to school board members until election year 2009, when Independent 

reporters and columnists began openly associating school board members and candidates 

with political parties, most notably the GOP.  

          A difference is also seen in political party information found in the News and Observer 

articles published in the period 2000–2013.  As an example, the 2001 article titled “Wake 

County Board of Education District 9” found in section B4 on September 27, 2001 lists 

biographical information about candidates for election.  The information presented includes 

name, age, political experience, civic activities, religious affiliation, favorite book, and 

political hero.  Political experience and civic activity could reasonably be of interest to the 

voting public for an organization like a school board. 

          Contrast this information with that found in the N&O eight years later.  In a front-page 

article published on September 30, 2009 information on school board candidates is once 

again brought before the public.  This time, however, the information is more political in 

nature.  In addition to the basic information about name, age, and address, this article 

includes the candidate’s political experience, party affiliation, and endorsements.  Gone is 

any mention of political heroes or favorite books.  Rather, the public is given not only the 
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party to which each candidate is registered but also the source of campaign funds for each 

candidate.  This is more sophisticated information, and perhaps more telling information, 

than a candidate’s heroes or favorite books.  This information is decidedly political in nature.  

          In an October 2, 2009 N&O article titled “Partisan Money Pours in Election ‘09” 

writers Hui and Goldsmith examine campaign finances of school board candidates.  This 

marks a new era of examination for school board races.  In their analysis, they determine that 

the money contributed to school board candidates falls “along party lines.”  The writers go on 

to detail the largest political donations made to campaigns, noting not only the organizations 

backing the candidates but local political figures or prominent citizens who are associated 

with those organizations.   

          In terms of elections and the theme of conflict that dominates the articles on the whole, 

a September 27, 2007 article found in section B1 of the N&O titled “Fury at Schools Fades at 

Poll”, the writer chooses the colorful term “fury” rather than discontent or frustration.  He 

goes on to describe this election year as one of the most contentious in Wake’s history and at 

one point references a “vicious” fight over mandatory student assignment to year-round 

calendar schools.  These are deliberate and descriptive terms, even if accurate, that tend to 

frame the issue in a certain context for readers, notably a negative one.    

Student Assignment 

          Examination of national newspaper articles related to the WCPSS School Board shows 

that they tend to mirror local print news coverage.  The lone Wall Street Journal article 

focused on the Supreme Court’s decision to halt voluntary desegregation orders in Seattle 
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and Louisville, thus eliminating the use of race in school assignments to achieve racially 

balanced enrollments (Wall Street Journal, 2007).  The article title refers to the need for 

school systems around the country to turn to more economic models in school assignment in 

order to balance enrollments across the district.   

          The WSJ refers to terms such as conservative and liberal in terms of arguments both 

for and against income-based student assignment policies.  Specific to Wake, the article notes 

the use of busing in Wake County as part of its income-based assignment policy, which 

began in 2000.  The grassroots group, Wake Cares, received press for their opposition to the 

Wake School Board’s decision to convert some schools to year round schedules as an answer 

to explosive growth.  There is no particular political association assigned to the group by 

their answer to income based student assignment and is therefore the WSJ does not mention 

one.   

          The New York Times articles focus on the issues of integration and diversity, almost 

exclusively.  Prior to 2010, the NYT articles focused on these issues and while there was 

discussion that focused on black and white students the print version rarely if at all included 

the terms Democrat or Republican and did not frame issues as a conflict between those 

parties.  However, with the election of a conservative majority on the school board in 2009, 

the words Republican and Democrat began to appear routinely in NYT articles.   

          Beginning in 2010, WCPSS board members were identified by political party.  The 

board majority was described as the Republican majority (New York Times, Feb 27, 2010) 

and coverage directly associated them with the NC GOP and its chairman Claude E. Pope, 
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who is quoted in the above-cited article.  In a way, this article, when analyzed with the local 

papers in the study, is seen to mark the beginning of print coverage of board personalities as 

much as board policy.  The degree to which this is an editorial shift or a shift in the type of 

person on the board remains to be seen and is touched on in the reporters’ comments to 

follow. 

Diversity 

          As noted earlier, the term diversity was found in 678 articles, or sources, and was 

referenced 2736 times in those sources.  As stated above, diversity was a central them in the 

coverage of the WCPSS School Board in the NYT.  In the local publications, diversity was 

also frequently covered.  Generally, the term diversity was used in reference to the 

development of, the effectiveness of, or the end of the diversity policy in Wake and became 

inseparable from discussion about student assignment.  The term is also found extensively in 

election coverage in 2005 and again in 2009.   

          In 2009, the Independent, through choice of coverage and titles, framed many issues in 

terms of political differences and with colorful language about conflict.  For example, in the 

days after the election of 2009 article titles contained the terms “coup” (Independent, Oct 21, 

2009), “rabid right”, and the question “Wake Schools to Come Apart?” (Independent, Oct 7, 

2009).  These articles discussed the income-based student assignment policy as a proxy for 

busing as a proxy for diversity, and it would be difficult for the public to see the terms rabid 

and coup and have positive associations with the terms.  Yet, these were the choices of the 

Independent for putting the election into a context for readers.  
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          In the News and Observer, pre and post-election coverage contained descriptive 

language that even in the title framed events in terms of conflict.  Article titles including the 

terms and phrases “busing divides candidates” (N&O, September 21, 2009), “candidates 

clash” (N&O, September 16, 2009), “dissent erupts” (N&O, May 13, 2009) are colorful and 

create a contextual picture in the minds of readers.  The term erupt, for example, is associated 

with volcanoes and the relationship between volcanoes and eruption is violent and sudden.    

          The tone of this coverage has some contrast to the tone of coverage of diversity in 

2000, when diversity in schools was a hot topic as well.  2000 is the year that gave birth to 

the use of income-based student assignment policies as an answer to the elimination of race-

based policies. In the early 2000’s the discussion was about the use of extensive busing in 

Wake County and the use of magnet schools to help diversify schools. Headlines read “Wake 

Parents Air Discontent…” (N&O, October 4, 2002).  Nowhere in the language of the article 

does anyone erupt or clash, although the opening line is that parents arrived “armed” with 

data.   

          It is important to note that the school board member quoted in the article, Susan Parry, 

acknowledges that the income based plan is not perfect and needs some adjustments.  The 

reporter does not note any overt dismissal of community concerns and in fact notes that Ms. 

Parry is attending the forum as a means of soliciting community input on the issue. 

          In a different article published in 2001 and written by Tim Simmons, Wake’s 

commitment to diversity is acknowledged, and in some ways praised, despite the fact that 

there is growing dissention in the community.  Titled “Taking Different Roads; Wake Clings 
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Tenaciously to Diversity, but the Price is Fanning Frustrations,” (N&O, February 20, 2001) 

the article discusses the positive economic impact that the Wake system of busing for 

diversity has had on the community as a whole.  Simmons states that fewer than half of 

Wake’s Black students qualify for free or reduced price lunches, a statistic much lower than 

the state average.  However, he also shares that test scores for those same Black students lag 

behind those of their White peers.   

          Fast forward to 2008 and diversity remains a frequent topic of conversation.  Hui and 

Epps coauthored a February 4 article titled “Schools: Trust Us, Diversity Works” that again 

discussed the research behind the district’s diversity policy.  This time, however, the N&O 

writers are critical of the district’s inability or refusal to provide hard data to show that their 

diversity policies produce gains for the students it was developed to assist, namely minority 

students.  The title of the article frames the information in a way that suggests to the reader 

that the hard data is not necessary and that trust in the school system’s work should be 

sufficient for support.  Hui and Epps are direct in their reporting, stating “Don’t expect Wake 

County school leaders to prove that their policy of trying to strike a district wide balance on 

the number of low-income students at each school helps those children academically.  They 

just can’t.”   

Year-Round Schools 

          Another contentious issue in Wake County in the early and mid-2000’s was year round 

schools.  Year round schools can add capacity to a school building by dividing the student 

population into four tracks, each track operating on an alternating calendar such that only 
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three tracks, or calendars, are in the physical building at any given time, thus increasing the 

capacity of a building.  The vast majority of coverage locally about year-rounds schools 

resulted from a school board decision to forcibly convert traditional calendar schools to year-

round schools.  

          Discussion around the use of year-round schools to manage growth without building 

new schools has been around since the early 2000’s.  The board failed to successfully convert 

one middle school and one elementary school to the year-round calendar as early as 2001 

after parents mobilized against the move.  Discussions of calendar conversions continued, 

however, well into the mid 2000’s.  County Commissioners supported the idea that a year 

round calendar should be the default calendar of all schools in order to efficiently use tax 

dollars and avoid tax increases. The Independent had little to no coverage of this early 

conflict about year round schools, with most all of the coverage coming from the N&O.   

          Articles about year-round calendar conversions also include the names of organizations 

that sprang up in opposition not only to forced year round schools but also to the district’s 

overarching diversity commitment.  On September 27, 2002 Keung Hui wrote an article 

focusing on one such group.  “Criticism of Wake Schools Grows” in section B1 discussed the 

grassroots organization Assignment by Choice, an organization of parents, mostly white and 

mostly from Cary, NC, that opposed the district’s diversity policy and supported 

neighborhood schools.  The organization had support from local municipality mayors.  This 

group stood in stark contrast to black families and their views on diversity in the school 

system.  
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          In answer to Assignment by Choice, in 2003 the N&O covered work done by the 

Raleigh-Wake Citizens Association, a group of mostly black citizens and the first such group 

to formally support the Wake district’s diversity policy in a formal way.  Hui’s article 

“Diversity Policies Ignite Groups”, in Section B1 on January 17, 2003 notes that black 

parents are concerned about the intentions and motivations of Assignment by Choice.  Hui 

concludes his article with a quote from a school system official saying, “How and where is 

there an Assignment by Choice that isn’t a thinly veiled effort toward re-segregation?”  

While the words are not the reporters, the descriptive language choices and the choice to 

include this quote places the opposing views of two organizations against each other in print 

for all to read.    

          Media coverage focused on year round schools intensified in 2006 when the school 

board moved forward with converting 19 traditional calendar schools to year-round calendar 

schools as a way of handling overcrowded schools and managing continued growth.  Article 

titles were colorful and telling, such as “Wake May Cut Summer Short” (N&O, April 1, 

2006) in section B1 and  “Angry Parents Pack Forum” (N&O, 2006) also found in section 

B1.  Verbs such as “railed” were used to describe the comments by parents at the forum and 

the most vocal group was described as “angry western parents”.  Disagreement was clearly 

present at the forum, however the descriptive language used in this article frames the scene in 

a heated and contentious way.   
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Issue Framing and School Board Members 

          As noted earlier, print media coverage of the Wake School Board increased 

dramatically in the years 2009 – 2013.  The school board election in October, 2009 ushered 

in four conservative board members who were the recipients of generous conservative, 

Republican support during the campaign.  On the evening that the four were sworn in, a 

media blitz began outlining the actions of the new board. 

          The Independent’s coverage was replete with descriptive language about the operations 

of the board.  An article appearing in the paper on October 7, 2009 was titled “Now that the 

Rabid-Right Republicans run the Wake schools, will they wreck them?” The article refers to 

election results and uses the term “stampede” to give the reader a vision of the effect the 

election results may have on the remaining board members when the new members are sworn 

in. 

          An article by Bob Geary titled “New Wake School Board debuts, and it’s a fiasco” 

(Independent, December 2, 2009) compared the opening actions of this new board to the 

actions of the old board that were criticized by new members while they were still 

candidates.  The article opens with the perspectives of one former board member present that 

night and a former candidate, both described as moderate calm-mannered people.  Based on 

their perspectives of the evening, the author calls the opening meeting of the board an 

“unmitigated failure”.  Mr. Geary goes on to describe a room of “angry teachers, angry 

parents” and “appalled school system officials”.  He places the events of the evening in the 

context of conflict by writing, “If there had been any fur in the room it would have flown”.  
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          On February 20, 2013 a reporter wrote an article appearing in the Independent about 

the request by the Wake County Commissioners to the state legislature to change how school 

board members are elected.  The title of the article is, “Wake County Commissioners call on 

the Legislature to neuter the school board”.  He refers to the request by the commissioners as 

a “scheme” to dilute democratic power on the school board.  The use of the term “neuter” 

appears to be a clear case of framing an issue in a particular way, given the context in which 

the public views the word neuter.  It has a decidedly negative connotation.    

          In the text search chart found earlier in this chapter, there were five names found on 

the list.  Four are former school board members and one is a former superintendent in the 

Wake County School System.  The appearance of these names on the list is significant 

because three of the four school board members were on the board for less than one complete 

term, or less than four years.  The superintendent on the list, Tony Tata, was superintendent 

for only two years.  These are short tenures in which to amass such extensive press coverage.    

       Other board members, such as Kevin Hill, were elected to the board prior to any of these 

candidates and remains on the board currently.  Yet he has not been the subject of nearly as 

much press coverage.  William Fletcher was elected to the Wake County School Board twice 

during the period of this study and his name was not on the most frequent word list for any 

publication.  This suggests that the personalities of the board members on the list were as 

appealing to the media in terms of stories as the policies they implemented.  
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Ron Margiotta 

          As noted above, former school board chairman Ron Margiotta is the only board 

member to be mentioned by name in the national press.  He received extensive local press.  

Margiotta was elected to the Wake County Public School Board in 2003 and was part of a 

conservative minority on the board until the election of 2009.  In 2007 he made a prophetic 

quote to the N&O about the 2007 school board election results.  In an article titled “Fury at 

Schools Fades at Polls” (N&O, September 21, 2007) on the front page of section B, 

Margiotta said, “It’s not going to have an immediate impact but it can have an impact in 

2009.”  Margiotta opposed the district’s diversity assignment policy during his entire tenure 

on the board, as well as opposing mandatory year round calendar conversions.  The 2009 

election place four additional like-minded individuals on the board with Margiotta and, as 

noted before, news coverage of the board increased dramatically.  

          On December 1, 2009 when the new school board members were sworn into office, the 

first order of business for the new, so described GOP backed majority, was to place eight 

resolutions on the agenda and to replace school board chair Kevin Hill.  Keung Hui reported 

on the front page of section B on December 3 about the meeting.  The article titled “School 

Board’s Boldness Draws Criticism” lists the resolutions placed on the agenda by the board.  

It frames the removal of Hill using the term “demotion” and the phrase “booted from office”.  

Hui describes the actions of the new majority as “aggressive”.  Hill was replaced as chair by 

Ron Margiotta, who justified the actions of the majority as responding quickly to public 

demands. 
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          Even before the new board members were sworn in, Margiotta and his new Republican 

majority sent a signed letter to the sitting board asking them to stop spending money on a 

proposed hew high school site because of cost overruns and the possibility that the new board 

would halt the project.  Reasoned arguments were made, but the headline in the N&O read 

“Edict: Pull Plug on the New High School”, published on November 5, 2009 on the front 

page of section B.  After the early December swearing in ceremony for the new board 

members, they quickly voted to make Margiotta the chair of the board.  An N&O article 

titled, “From Gadfly to Take Charge Guy” (December 7, 2009) refers to Margiotta as a 

“polarizing figure”.   

          The Independent published an article on December 23, 2009 by Bob Geary titled, 

“Conservative Wake School Board members discover change is tougher than it looks”.  In 

the article Mr. Geary refers to the “Margiotta majority” several times.  He casts the meeting 

between school system staff and the new school board as a meeting after battle.  This battle 

context is portrayed to readers using phrases such as “conferring after an invasion” and 

“Margiotta’s conquerors”.   In contrast to battle, another article title, “Wake Schools Budget: 

Enroll the GOP Five in remedial math” (Independent, June 9, 2010) suggests a negative view 

on the cognitive ability of the new school board majority to manage district finances and ties 

them directly to the Republican party.    

          Margiotta was at the helm of the school board in February, 2010 when then 

Superintendent Del Burns gave his resignation to the board.  Burns cited his difference of 

opinion with the board regarding the need for the district’s diversity policy.  The N&O 
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quoted an anonymous board member as stating that failure to carry out the direction of the 

board by Dr. Burns would be insubordination and Margiotta stressed to the N&O that Dr. 

Burns was not a policy maker.  

          Margiotta received a great deal of news coverage for his handling of demonstrators 

during school board meetings in 2010.  Mr. Hui, in his March 24, 2010 article “Halls 

Cleared, 3 Arrested” captures the unrest and protest that was present at school board 

meetings beginning with the tenure of its newest members in December, 2009.  Protestors 

chanted during meetings, sat in the hallway just outside the board meeting room, and signed 

in for public comment times in large numbers. In the article, Mr. Hui relays that Mr. 

Margiotta went into the hallway to ask the protestors to stop disrupting the meeting, asking 

them to show respect or to leave if they could not.  Mr. Hui refers to respect again in the 

article when he tells the reader that a clergyman continued to talk after his two minutes of 

time had passed.  Hui reports that Margiotta asked the clergyman to stop and the clergyman 

continued with a direct address to Margiotta.  Margiotta then told him that “as a member of 

the cloth you should show some respect for other people.” 

          Margiotta’s tenure as board chair can fairly be described as tumultuous.  In a different 

article titled “A Day of Protests, Arrests, and a Promise” (N&O, July 21, 2010) Hui again 

uses highly descriptive language to give context to the issue.  He writes of “heat”, “high 

rhetoric”, and harkens the Wake controversy over diversity in schools to the civil rights era.  

This language frames the Wake issue in a way that that has the possibility of stirring reader 
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emotions on both sides of the issue.  It clearly frames the event in a context of conflict over 

high stakes results.  

          Margiotta’s tenure was marked by a significant controversy over a remark he made too 

close to an open microphone during a school board meeting open comment period.  Hui and 

Goldsmith relay this event in their article “Wake Schools Debate Sinks to Insults” (N&O, 

March 5, 2010).  When the crowd began to shout during a speaker’s comments in support of 

the school board, Margiotta was overheard saying, “Here come the animals out of the cages.”  

The reporters wrote that the debate had sunk to “insults, slurs, and pleas for temperate 

language.”  Insults, slurs, and the verb plea are descriptive words that, again, cast the moment 

in a frame of conflict.  A reader could well imagine a “plea” to be a desperate attempt at 

something.  Again, a clear picture, or frame, of conflict is put in the reader’s mind.   

John Tedesco 

          Of all the names found on the initial text search, the one that appeared most often was 

John Tedesco.  During the campaign in 2009, the Independent referred to Tedesco as the 

GOP-WSCA candidate (July 22, 2009), referring to the Republican Party and the Wake 

Schools Community Alliance, a conservative grassroots organization working for 

neighborhood schools. Tedesco was elected in 2009 as part of a conservative influx on the 

board.  Tedesco began talking with the press even before being sworn in.  In an Independent 

article titled, “Tedesco: No Wake Schools coup planned–yet” (October 21, 2009) Bob Geary 

notes that the new board members were already calculating the changes they would want to 

make once officially sworn in.   
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          Tedesco’s primary work on the school board was as the chairman of the committee 

charged with rewriting a student assignment policy for the district.  Tedesco made clear that 

the board would not discuss poverty levels of students as criteria for assignment.  In an N&O 

article titled, “It’s Proximity, Not Poverty” (N&O, March 19, 2010) Keung Hui writes of this 

commitment by the board majority.  The N&O also refers to Tedesco as the “key mover” in 

ending the diversity policy in the article “Committee Meeting today to discuss student 

assignments” (N&O, May 25, 2010).   

          The Independent also wrote of Tedesco as the lead on the new student assignment 

plan, with Bob Geary penning, “Wake School Assignment: The New Majority’s Quandary” 

(April 28, 2010).  Geary refers to Tedesco’s work with his Republican colleagues, calling 

him “their guy” on reassignment.  The N&O published an article titled “Tea Party’s values 

lauded by Tedesco” (April 16, 2010).  Matt Ehlers writes the Tedesco believes that “Tea 

Party values should be instilled in education.”   

          Much was made in the press about a comment made by Tedesco late in the year 2010 

during a work session of the board.  During the work session, fellow conservative board 

member Debra Goldman told Tedesco to calm down.  His return reply was, “You calm down, 

prom queen” (N&O, October 6, 2010).  The press published the exchange in both local 

papers.  This work session was followed by a board meeting in which N&O reporter Keung 

Hui wrote that Ms. Goldman broke ranks with her Republican partners over dividing the 

district into zones.  He wrote in his article, “Wake Schools toss out zone assignment plan” 

(N&O, October 6, 2010) that Goldman was the “target of insults and accusations” and that 
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the board engaged in “verbal warfare”.  Tedesco was reported to have “angrily accused of 

trying to get more publicity.”  There is a clear context of conflict here, framing the exchange 

as “warfare”.   

          In 2012 John Tedesco decided to run for NC Superintendent of Public Instruction, a 

statewide education leadership position.  On January 27, 2012, Hui writes in “Tedesco 

announces run for state superintendent” that Tedesco “could use the position as a bully pulpit 

to advocate effectively” for students in the state.  In the Independent’s endorsements for the 

2011 elections, they endorsed a slate of moderate candidates for the school board, hoping that 

their wins would temper the “tea party favorite John Tedesco” and that his “naked political 

ambitions are on display daily” (September 21, 2011).  Tedesco eventually lost the election.  

Goldman and Malone 

          Debra Goldman and Chris Malone were also elected to the Wake School Board in 

2009 alongside John Tedesco and Debra Prickett.  Goldman and Malone were the other two 

board member names that appeared on the word frequency list.  Early in her tenure, Goldman 

received press for backing away from a zone assignment plan developed by her Republican 

colleagues.  However, a large amount of media coverage related to Goldman concerned 

strained relations with her now ex-husband and the accusation of an affair with fellow board 

member Chris Malone, all of which was chronicled in the press. 

          Recall the earlier discussion of the differences between Goldman and Tedesco over 

Goldman’s refusal to vote in favor of attendance zone in the new student assignment plan.  

The N&O article, “Wake Schools toss out zone assignment plan” (October 6, 2010) noted 
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that Goldman not only refused to vote in favor of the plan but also accused her peer, John 

Tedesco, of leaving her out of the debate.  Such back and forth resulted in the “prom queen” 

incident discussed earlier. 

          Even before this exchange in late 2010, Goldman proved to be unpredictable to her 

Republican colleagues.  Just after taking office the news article, “Goldman Goes a Wee Bit 

Rogue” (N&O, January 21, 2010) contextualized her decision making as a “crack” in the 

conservative majority.  The issue at hand was the immediate end of mandatory year-round 

school assignments and her refusal to vote in favor of its guaranteed demise.  She again 

broke ranks with her Republican colleagues over agreeing to work with AdvanceED, an 

accrediting agency that sought to strip WCPSS of its accreditation with the College Board, as 

detailed in “Goldman’s nod assures a ‘go’ on accreditation” (N&O, January 20, 2011).  The 

writers add additional context to the title by also writing “Democrats cheer decision by 

school board’s swing voter”.   

          A front-page article appearing in the N&O on March 12, 2011 again brought 

Goldman’s personal life into the public view.  In “Goldman’s child sent to out-of-zone 

school” Hui and Goldsmith detail a mid-year transfer given to one of Goldman’s children.  

The transfer included door-to-door transportation.  The article asserts that Goldman took 

advantage of a little known “best interest” policy that allows the district to transfer students 

with limited paper work involved.  

          Despite being deeply involved in the work of the board, Goldman could not escape the 

scrutiny of her personal life in the press.  The media made the decision to publish detail after 
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detail.  In “Wake School Board member Goldman in legal dispute” (N&O, September 30, 

2011), Goldsmith and Hui detail a legal dispute between Goldman and her husband, 

including accusations of distress and infidelity.  In “Goldman fires back at critics” (N&O, 

October 28, 2012) having had an affair with fellow school board member Chris Malone.  

This situation played out in the press after Goldman accused Malone of stealing jewelry from 

her home, one of many issues in her private life detailed in the press.   

          Coverage of Goldman did not stop in the local papers after her resignation from the 

school board, her failed bid for the State Auditor position, and her departure from Cary, NC 

in 2013.  The N&O chronicled her arrival in Ronda, NC and her election to the town board.  

In “Goldman back in public office” (N&O, November 7, 2013) Goldsmith goes so far as to 

write about a man who also lives at the address in Wilkes County that Goldman lists as her 

residence and a dispute that she had with her own son in court.  A relationship between these 

events and her former work on the Wake school board was not made.  

          Like Tedesco and Goldman, Chris Malone also ran for a state office, successfully 

getting elected to the NC State House of Representatives.  Prior to that, however, he swept 

into office in 2009 as part of the incoming Republican majority.  As a candidate, Malone 

asserted that the district could save money by moving away from diversity busing to a 

neighborhood assignment policy.  In an N&O article titled “As schools shift, will bus costs 

fall?” Goldsmith points out that the board member Malone was much less specific in his 

comments that had been candidate Malone.   
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          In a piece written by John Drescher for the N&O titled “Be foes if you must, but don’t 

be strangers” (May 5, 2010) Malone is pursued by the writer with the intent of setting up a 

meeting with a man from the community with a different perspective on the neighborhood 

school issue.  Malone’s response to the writer’s query was, “This guy has a right to his 

opinion, but he’s wrong and we’re right”.  Goldsmith noted that Malone did not know Mr. 

Forbes, the community gentleman at the forum, but that perhaps a conversation between 

them would be in order.  The reporter goes on to assail Mr. Malone for not being interested in 

the history of the community and letting it inform his work on a public board.  

          Like Goldman, Malone had his personal life become intertwined with his work on the 

school board.  Again, Hui and Goldsmith record what they term “fallout” of the interactions 

between Goldman and Malone in an article titled “Fallout over Goldman-Malone drama 

looms” (N&O, October 22, 2012).  The article discussed the police report filed by Goldman 

naming Malone as a suspect in a theft at her home.  It also details allegations by school board 

chair Ron Margiotta that Goldman used her vote on the board in different issues to get 

revenge on Malone.  Again, no specific tie was made to board policy other than to note that 

other board members had concerned about the integrity of the board to function given these 

distractions. 

          As mentioned earlier, Malone successfully ran for the NC state legislature and resigned 

his position with the school board late in 2012.  Before he did so, however, the press covered 

his issuance of an apology.  Detailed in an article in the N&O titled “Board member issues 
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‘heartfelt apology’” (December 1, 2012) the apology was issued as he relayed his decision to 

resign and was, as the author noted, non-specific about the reasons for the apology.   

Tony Tata 

          The last name appearing on the most frequent word list is Tony Tata. Tata was the 

superintendent of the WCPSS from 2011 – 2012.  Again, his tenure in Wake was marked by 

controversy and some success.  Tata is a retired Army Brigadier General.  He came to Wake 

from the school system in Washington, D.C. where he served as chief operations officer for 

18 months, as detailed in the article “Schools May Hire Ex-General” (N&O, December 23, 

2010).  The article notes that Tata’s hiring would be facilitated by a change made by the 

board majority allowing the board to hire someone who did not have the previously required 

years of experience in education.  

          Tata was hired in a 4-2 vote that fell along party lines (N&O, December 24, 2010).  

The Independent article titled “Tata’s first task: money” written by Bob Geary notes that the 

major task before the new superintendent is to work through significant budget woes.  The 

author also notes that Tata will need to do this with a board where “political divisions are 

deep and increasingly bitter” (January 12, 2011).   

          In reporting on Tata’s first official visit to the area after being hired, the N&O wrote 

that he “deftly deflected questions about politics and his views on diversity busing” (January 

7, 2011).  The article goes on to describe his hiring as being in a “last minute meeting” in a 

process “cloaked in secrecy”.  Last minute and cloaked in secrecy are, again, not terms with 

positive connotations and cast a negative pall over the process.   
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          Tata’s relationship with the school board was fodder for the press.  After the 2011 

elections, a democratic majority regained power.  In 2012, Tata sent emails to board 

chairperson Christine Kushner and member Susan Evans making accusations of unethical 

behavior and association against them.  He asserted that the two board members were 

unethically influenced by their involvement with a local citizen’s organization called Great 

Schools in Wake.  This organization was vocal in its criticism of the Republican backed 

student assignment plan.  The emails from Tata to the board members were made public.  In 

its coverage of what they called “the flap”, the N&O published an article that said Tata had 

“scolded” the board members (N&O, February 25, 2012).  Reporters writing for the 

Independent, placed this incident in a frame of conflict and control by writing that Tata had 

“let his tongue off the leash” (October 3, 2012).  

          The major responsibility Tata was tasked with was the development of a new student 

assignment policy that eliminated diversity busing and provided parents with choice.  

Ultimately, his release of an un-vetted version of the plan led to conflict with the board.  The 

N&O published “Tata tensions boiled over” (September 27, 2012) detailing a series of events 

that caused strain between Tata and the democratic majority on the Wake School Board.  The 

reporter characterized relations as “strained” and the premature release of the plan to the 

public created “turmoil” that characterized Tata’s interactions with the new board.  

          Ultimately Tata was fired by the new Democratic board majority as seen in the N&O 

in “Tata out as superintendent” (September 26, 2012).  Turmoil could fairly describe 

relationships between Tata and staff as well, given the reports found in the local papers.  The 
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Independent conducted an investigation into allegations from former employees about the 

manner in which Tata lead.  In “Former workers say Wake schools superintendent Tata led 

by intimidation” (October 10, 2012), Huntsberry talked with workers who left WCPSS either 

by resigning, being fired, or retiring.  He reported that Tata led using “tactics of fear and 

intimidation”.  He also reported that veteran workers learned early on that it was best to keep 

quiet.  In the article Huntsberry also takes issue with an N&O article about which he asserts 

that the reporter, Drescher, “reinforced a half-told narrative of a fable-like character”.  Again, 

both articles fall squarely in the conflict theme of coverage.   

Reporter’s Perspectives 

          Two local reporters were interviewed for this qualitative study.  One interview was 

face-to-face while the other was via telephone due to distance.  Neither was recorded due to 

distance or inoperative equipment.  For the purposes of confidentiality, they will be identified 

as Reporter A and Reporter B.  Reporter A was in Washington, D. C. at the time of our 

phone interview and could not record over the phone.  Recording equipment stopped working 

in the Reporter B interview but both researcher and subject opted to continue.  Informed 

consent was secured and responses were read back aloud to be sure that all information was 

captured accurately.  The interview protocol in appendix A was used question-by-question 

and shared prior to the interviews per the request of the reporters.  

          Reporter B is a reporter for National Public Radio, or NPR, in Washington, DC.  He is 

the former education reporter for a local publication and former reporter for the Public 
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Record.  Reporter A began reporting on education issues in Wake County in 2009 and did so 

at two different publications.     

          Reporter B has been a reporter for 20 years since graduating from college.  He has 

covered education stories in local Wake publications since 1999.  He came to the Wake 

County area because he found the area more interesting than the other two areas where he 

had job offers.  Reporter B did mostly daily reporting until assignment shifts at the 

publication directed him toward specific reporting.    

          When asked how he came to report on education Reporter A replied that he “just fell 

into it” while at his original local publication.  His expertise on education in the area was 

honed there.  He stated that his initial work in education reporting began in 2009 with the 

election of the new conservative board majority because the staff at his publication thought it 

“was such a big deal”.    

         With respect to the local publications in this study, the process by which stories are or 

were selected at the Independent and the News and Observer is different.  Reporters 

described contrasting processes for selecting stories to publish.  One reporter described a 

process of weekly meetings around a table where everyone pitches a story for publication.  

He indicated that reporters come to know what their editors want in a story and that’s what 

they try to cover.  He said that editors wanted “enterprising” stories.  When asked to clarify 

the meaning of enterprising, he stated further that the editors wanted stories that were a “new 

analysis that hadn’t been done” and they were not really interested in covering “the daily 

issues of the board”.   



83 

 

 

 

 

          The process at the other local paper is different, mostly due to more stable tenures of 

reporters with the newspaper.  Reporter B stated that the decision on what to print regarding 

education is largely “my call”.  He noted that due to the affluence of the area there is a high 

interest in education issues and that is why all publications tend to report on it.  During one 

interview the researcher noted that there have been shifts in the way education issues are 

covered.  Local reporting focuses on county education issues only, with different reporters 

focusing on state education issues.  This came about with the rise of small community 

sections in the major local paper the N&O, for example the North Raleigh News or the 

Eastern Wake News inserts in the paper.  These smaller sectionals cover individual or 

specific school related issues while the main newspaper coverage is more countywide.   

          Reporter B also noted that the economic downturn of the mid-decade impacted 

newspapers as well.  There is less copy space than before.  He reported that there used to be 

an entire education team, including an education editor, but due to budget cuts that was 

dismantled.  He noted that he can write longer stories than most due to the high interest in the 

community about education issues.   

         Question 5 of the protocol dealt with reporter perceptions of changes in education since 

their education reporting began.  Reporter A stated his belief that the greatest impact on 

education in Wake County was the “explosive growth” seen through the early 2000’s.  

“Those changes disrupted the schools on an individual level and the assignment policy on a 

macro level.”  He stated further that the disruption caused by such rapid growth caused 

“discontent that caught a lot of traction in the public”.  He referred to the political battles that 



84 

 

 

 

 

resulted from this traction as “pretty insane beginning in 2009 when Margiotta and the 

conservative majority took over.”   

          Regarding the conservative majority school board elected in 2009, his comments were 

to the point.  He stated his belief that they “ruled with such a lack of conscientiousness that 

ultimately that is the reason they lost control of the board after not too long.”  Reporter A 

referenced the Margiotta incident, specifically referring to people as animals in a board 

meeting, in his response as an example of his point.   

          Reporter A referenced an article from the Public Record indicating that poor schools in 

Wake were getting poorer, despite claims by the school board and Superintendent Tata to the 

contrary.  His impressions of the conservative-led school board were that they did not “care 

what the public had to say.”  Right or wrong, he asserted, this is the impression that they 

gave.  He concluded his answer by noting that the Democratic majority, when back in power, 

moved much slower than their predecessors.   

          Reporter B’s reply about changes to coverage locally was more financial in nature.  He 

sees changes in education as pre and post-recession of 2008.  Prior to 2008, large requests 

from the school system to manage explosive growth were commonplace and the economy 

was growing. “No way” was not generally the response to funding requests.  Post-2008 the 

economy slowed and it became a negotiation about “how much and we give and how do we 

give”.   

          In terms of partisanship on the school board, the reporters had similar views.  Reporter 

B noted that prior to 2008 Republicans in Wake were not as involved in education issues.  He 
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noted that historically there was agreement on the school board even though people had 

different opinions, but then issued a question.  “Is that really non-partisan or is that just mid-

line folks working well together?”  He asserted the premise that the actions of Republicans in 

Wake can be seen as a test case for changes at the state level.  He stated that the Democrats 

could do this as well, though not nearly as easily now with the election maps that now exist.   

          Reporter A’s instincts tell him that education has always been politicized and he 

referred to its use as a “political football”.  He admitted that this is a “cynical” view but 

stated his belief that this is what happened in Wake when an “unorthodox assignment policy” 

could not help the school system manage tremendous growth.  He noted that a non-partisan 

board, on a prima facie level, is absurd since the board is elected.  He remarked that student 

achievement drove the actions of former school board member Tedesco just as they drive 

current school board chairperson Kushner.  He stated, however, that “they have very different 

ways to go about getting to student achievement.”   

          Issue framing was also discussed with both reporters.  Reporter B asserts that the 

WCPSS School Board can be covered based on three distinct eras during his tenure, each 

impacting how issues are framed.  First, he described the era from 2000–2006.  Reporter B 

notes that there was strong support for the work of the school board and there was little 

reason or motivation to change how the board did business.  Beginning in 2006, unrelenting 

growth in the area began to strain the workings and policies of the board.  Mandatory year-

round assignments discussed earlier came about in this era as a way to manage the growth.  
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The inability of the diversity policy in assignment and mandatory assignment to year-round 

schools put “support for diversity on the wane”, which led to the election results of 2009.   

          At this point Reporter B discussed the Republican majority elected in 2009.  His 

descriptor is “dysfunctional”.  He notes, however, that the members of that board “readily 

admit that they made mistakes”, that it was a board of “unique people”.  Hui goes on to say 

that we have unique people on the board now; however, he sees the difference as a higher 

awareness of each other on the current board.  His view is that the Republican majority that 

was elected to the board in 2009 “had issues trying to stay together and trouble tolerating 

each other’s eccentricities and they were more aggressive.”  While not a direct answer to the 

question, these views on the functioning habits of each board would frame issues for the 

reporter in a particular way, especially if the inability to tolerate “each other’s eccentricities” 

gets played out in a public way.  

          Reporter A was bold and more direct in his remarks about issue framing and his 

reporting.  He acknowledged that controversy and conflict will lead to more reporting 

volume.  He disagreed with any assertion that the media is responsible for that, however, and 

asserts that education became a big deal in the public and that “people began clamoring 

around education.”  There were “grassroots efforts to get folks elected – that’s not 

necessarily the media making a big deal out of it.”  

          He freely admitted that headlines are “written to sell newspapers but are written for 

accuracy too,” and asserted that a reader should understand the story from the headline.  At 

this point, I asked Reporter A about a particular article titled “Wake County Commissioners 
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call on Legislature to neuter school board” (Independent, February 20, 2013).  When asked 

for his view about the writer’s use of the term “neuter”, Reporter A answered that a 

Republican legislature knew how to redraw and rezone districts to make them more 

conservatively inclined.  He stated that, “Absolutely what they were trying to do was 

neutering – some might think that is over the top but I find this one to be extraordinarily 

accurate.” 

          Reporter A returned to this topic at the conclusion of our interview and discussed it 

further.  Regarding the “neuter article”, he remarked that if the “framing of that article got 

more people to read the article–that’s a good thing–it got people to read it.”  He further 

elaborated that he did not believe that the media fanned the flames of controversy with the 

Wake School Board nor does he believe the media framed issues in terms of partisanship; 

media coverage did not make anything worse than it was.  Reporter A concluded, “It was 

what it was.  The community was up in arms and we were there to cover it.”   

          Reporter A’s remarks lead into a discussion of partisanship on the Wake School Board 

currently.  He observed that if you run for a seat on the school board, you will learn about 

politics even if you knew nothing going into the campaign.  He cautioned that you can also 

be “so political that you drive the public crazy.”  He returned to comment on the Republican 

majority elected to the school board in 2009 and remarked, “Margiotta and all were quite 

willing to go out and say things in a divisive way”, suggesting that the partisanship seen in 

the public was intentional, and like his prior assertion, not the responsibility of the media.  

Rather than talk in terms of partisanship, he talked politics.  Reporter A noted that the current 
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board, led by chairperson Kushner, is just as political as the former board; however, they 

move on issues more slowly and choose words carefully.  He believes that the public will see 

more and more money entering school board races and that this will make it difficult for 

“your everyday Joe to run.” 

          Reporter B answered the question about partisanship on the school board by 

acknowledging and calling out the respective political parties of the board members.  He 

noted that board member Fletcher, the lone Republican on the board, is not well supported in 

local Republican circles.  The partisanship that Reporter B sees currently is a Democratic 

majority school board contending with a Republican majority state legislature instead of 

Republican dominated county commissioners.  Each side has their beliefs, he noted, as all do 

so it becomes “if you disagree with me you are partisan.”   

          When asked about the beginning of identifying school board candidates and members 

by their political party associations, Reporter B answered that it began in earnest in the 

election of 2009.  He stated that in the year 2009 school board candidates began openly 

identifying themselves with political parties, attending public functions for political parties, 

and campaigning with political parties.  He asserted that “the year 2009 was so clearly 

different – even Prickett thanked the Republican Party for their support in the campaign.”  

She did so from the school board table on the night she was sworn into office is a registered 

Republican. 

          The literature tells us that framing is an active enterprise for reporters because their job 

is to tell the story of the event or issue for the reader, who is likely apart from the issue or 
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absent from the event.  The difference in approach of each reporter can be seen in their 

reporting.  The presence of instant news, even print news posted to the web, makes just about 

everything we do or say potential news.  The contention of Reporter A that the media did not 

fan the flame of partisanship or conflict is his perspective, however when terms and phrases 

such as “neuter”, “scolded”, “cloaked in secrecy”, and “if there had been fur it would have 

flown” are used in describing the news, there is a clear frame and context placed before the 

reader that is negative in nature.  It is reasonable to determine that these are examples of 

framing.   

Summary 

          This chapter explored the data collected for this qualitative study.  It presented articles 

in terms of frames and presented terms and phrases frequently found in the articles in order to 

place them into appropriate frames.  The chapter then looked at the language used in the 

articles in terms of framing subjects for readers.  Finally, the chapter presented reporters’ 

views on the idea of issue framing and partisanship as it relates to the Wake County School 

Board.  Chapter Five summarizes the study and its findings, and provides recommendations 

for effective board-media interactions as well as suggestions for further study.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Introduction 

          This chapter will provide a summary of this research study as well as a discussion of 

its findings.  Considering the findings, recommendations will be made for effective 

interaction between school boards and the media considering issue framing and 

recommendations for future research.  

Summary of the Study 

          This study examined print coverage of the Wake County Public School System School 

Board between the years 2000 – 2013.  Print coverage was examined from two local 

newspapers, specifically the News and Observer, a daily circular, and the Independent, a 

weekly circular.  Articles published during the same period from two national publications 

were also examined.  Those newspapers are the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal. 

A protocol for document analysis was used to create Nodes and Themes in Nvivo10 (2012).      

          Interviews were conducted with two reporters for the local newspapers in the study.  

The Interview Protocol found in Appendix A was used to conduct the interviews.  Reporter 

B’s interview was conducted face-to-face but not recorded as agreed.  Reporter A lives in 

Washington, D. C. and his interview was conducted by phone as agreed.  Question responses 

were read back to both reporters during the interviews as a way to check that responses were 

accurately captured. 
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          The study was guided by three research questions:  How has the volume of media 

coverage of the WCPSS school board changed in the years from 2000–2013?  What changes 

can be found in the tone of media coverage of the WCPSS school board in the years from 

2000–2013?  To what factors or forces do reporters attribute the choices of tone and issue 

framing in coverage of the Wake County School Board? 

Discussion of Findings 

Volume of Coverage 

          It is not surprising that the greatest number of articles found regarding the WCPSS 

School Board was in the daily News and Observer.  While few articles were found in the 

national publications, it is noteworthy that national newspapers chose to publish stories 

related to the WCPSS School Board. 

          School board election years had an increase in the number of articles from the year 

before in the News and Observer and the Independent, with sizeable increases beginning with 

the election in 2009.  Articles in the two national newspapers were found between the years 

2007–2011.  The largest volume of articles in the newspapers in the study was found between 

the years 2009–2012.   

          The years 2009–2012 were marked by disagreement, discord, and conflict for the 

WCPSS school board.  2009 marked a shift in the political makeup of the board and a change 

in the way school board candidates historically campaigned in Wake County.  The discord 

and conflict between the board and community and between board members themselves 
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played out in a public way with protests at school board meetings, arrests, and public verbal 

sparring between board members, all of which was published in the local newspapers.   

          The articles about WCPSS in the national papers dealt with the board’s student 

assignment policy.  That policy called on busing to help create diverse schools and became 

known as the diversity policy.  In the wake of Supreme Court rulings in other cases, the 

Wake policy of assigning students to schools based on economic status rather than race won 

the school system national attention. In 2009, four school board members were elected who 

were determined to eliminate the diversity policy. 

Tone and Article Placement 

          The tone of an article is relayed not only by the words in the article but also by its 

placement in the edition.  All eight of the New York Times articles were found in the A 

section of the newspaper in their respective editions.  The article in the Wall Street Journal 

was found on the first page of the B section.  The Independent publication is, again, a weekly 

publication sent out on Wednesday of each week.  The Independent articles used in this study 

came from the News section of the paper or from one of its political or community columns.   

             As a weekly publication, the News and Observer has more copy space in which to 

cover the work of the WCPSS school board.  As such, all the N&O articles used in this study 

were found in either section A or B of the edition and on pages one or two.  Editorials, if 

used, were found on the Editorial page of section A.   
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Tone and Issue Framing 

          The articles from all publications were divided into subject frames associated with the 

work of school boards.  Specifically, the frames, or nodes in Nvivo10 (2012), were titled 

elections, finance, opinion/blog, policy, and public trust.  The data are notated to indicate that 

some articles were coded in multiple frames due to content; 49.6% of the articles categorized 

were placed in the policy frame.   

          Two major policies were the focus of the articles, one being mandatory year-round 

school assignment for students and the other being the diversity, or income-based, 

assignment policy.  Income-based assignment or similar terms was found in 801 articles and 

referenced 4,432 times.  The phrase choice plan, or the proposed replacement for income-

based assignment, was found in 801 articles and referenced 5, 631 times.  The phrase year-

round schools, and similar terms, were found in 324 articles and were referenced 1,260 times.  

          The predominant tone associated in the press with the diversity policy was a tone of 

conflict.  In a text search of all articles, the term diversity, and its synonyms, was found in 

678 articles and were referenced 2, 736 times.  Conflict, and its synonyms, were found in 588 

articles and referenced 1, 191 times.   By contrast, the term cooperation, and its synonyms, 

appeared in only 139 articles with 186 references.   

          The conflict over student assignment played out in the community but also between the 

dominant political parties.  The term Republican appeared in the text search in 495 articles 

with 1,886 references.  The term Democrat was included in 433 articles with 1,698 
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references.  The Republican and Democratic parties became deeply embroiled in the conflict 

over student assignment policies in Wake particularly in the year 2009 and beyond.  

          The most striking piece of data revealed in this study is the number of board members 

and superintendents that appeared on the 100 most frequent word list for all articles 

combined.  It is striking because, out of 1,179 articles and a 14 year span of time, all the 

people save one was part of the WCPSS for one four-year term or less.  In fact, Tony Tata, 

former superintendent in Wake, served as the leader of the district for a mere 20 months, yet 

in a period of 14 years his name placed in the top 100 most frequent terms searched for in the 

articles.  His name appeared in 244 articles with 1,706 references.  The print media chose to 

devote a significant amount of print space in covering Mr. Tata.  

          Likewise, print media extensively covered the activities, words, and associations of 

four school board members as well.  They were Ron Margiotta, John Tedesco, Chris Malone, 

and Debra Goldman.  Tedesco, Malone, and Goldman served barely 18 months on the school 

board before deciding to run for N.C. state offices.  Malone and Goldman left before their 

four-year terms ended.  Yet, they were most frequently written about in the local press.  

          The frequency with which these people and the student assignment policy were written 

about in the media is in itself issue framing.  In the case of the New York Times, the policy 

took center stage.  As noted in Chapter Four, only Ron Margiotta was mentioned by name in 

the NYT.  At the time of their coverage, Margiotta served as the chairman of the school 

board.  In the cases of the News and Observer and the Independent, article production 

seemed as focused on individuals as it did on policy.  
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          Print coverage of controversy over the student assignment policy that stirred in the 

early 2000’s was not covered by the Independent.  Only in 2008 and beyond did the 

Independent increase its coverage of the issues surrounding this policy and the major players 

working on both sides of the policy argument.  Grassroots organizations like Assignment by 

Choice and Stop Mandatory Year Round, whose goal was to defeat mandatory assignments 

to year round schools and frequent reassignments, received print space in the News and 

Observer in the early and mid-2000s but nothing like these issues received in 2009 and 

beyond.   

          Issue framing exists when limited print space is devoted to articles about an issue or 

person.  Issue framing also exists in the manner in which, and language with which, those 

articles are written.  As noted above, a tone of conflict was prevalent in the articles that were 

examined in this study.  In the early 2000s conflict was discussed in articles in the News and 

Observer but the language choices were more subdued.  Terms like discontent and concern 

appeared in the articles.  The phrase “fanning frustrations” was used to describe for readers 

the feeling among those opposed to the use of diversity in student assignments.  In 2003 

rhetoric changed slightly when an article appeared in the N&O titled “Diversity Policies 

Ignite Groups” (January 17, 2003).   

          The description of community members opposed to the income-based student 

assignment policy became “angry” in 2006.  Parents were described as railing against the 

policy.  Print media again made interesting choices during and after the 2009 election that 

saw four Republican supported candidates win seats on the WCPSS school board.  In articles 
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in the N&O and the Independent these four board members were referred to as the “rabid 

right”, “GOP’s chosen ones”, and they were described in one article as stampeding members 

currently on the board at the time of their election. 

         In a column piece for the Independent, writer and columnist Bob Geary described the 

first official school board meeting with its new members a “fiasco” (December 2, 2009).  He 

penned another article in which he made the claim that the WCPSS school board has gone 

“to hell” (Independent, March 3, 2010).  Gone to hell and fiasco paint a negative picture of 

anything they describe, and certainly frame the work of the school board negatively for the 

reader.   

          Reporter A acknowledged his use of figurative language in his coverage of issues.  He 

also asserted his belief that the article “Wake County Commissioners call on the Legislature 

to neuter the school board” (Independent, February 20, 2013) paints a vivid picture in the 

mind of the reader.  Again, the reader would be hard pressed to find a positive connotation of 

the term “neuter”.  Mr. Geary, in his same “fiasco” article, wrote for the reader, “If there had 

been any fur in the room it would have flown”.  The overwhelming picture drawn for a 

reader who was not present at the meeting is one of conflict and contention if not an outright 

free-for-all.  

Issue Framing and Reporter’s Perspectives 

          The reporters interviewed in this study had similar perspectives on the notion that 

newspapers frame issues in certain ways.  Reporter A acknowledged that headlines and 

stories are written to sell newspapers and that headlines, specifically, are written to get the 
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attention of the reader.  Both reporters stated their belief that newspapers cover what is 

important to the community.  In Wake, education is a “big deal” to the public.   

          Both reporters agree that the “big deal” about education is a creation of the public’s 

making.  They assert that the media does not make the issue big, but rather the interest of the 

public does.  Reporter B believes that there were three distinct eras of operation for the 

WCPSS school board in the time delimited by this study.  Again, he noted that the 

community took the lead in how “big a deal” to make the diversity policy and the emphasis 

placed on education news in Wake.  It was Reporter B who characterized the working of the 

2010-2011 school board as “aggressive”.   

          In terms of political party associations, both reporters assert that the increased 

association was the work of the candidates themselves.  Reporter B noted that the newly 

elected board members in 2009 were visible at GOP events, took money from the local 

Republican Party for campaigning, and at least one candidate openly, in front of the public 

and the press, thanked the Republican Party for their help in the election.  While the articles 

reveal that the Democratic Party also provided funds for the election, they were not thanked 

publicly from a seat at the school board table.  Reporter A stated that these actions on the part 

of board members were covered because that is the job of the press and the candidates were 

very up front about their political associations.   

Alignment to the Literature 

          Education is a political enterprise.  Kimbrough (1964) asserted this in his work and this 

study bears out his thinking.  Particularly, his notion that educational decision-making 
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involves partisan politics is seen in this study of the WCPSS school board.  The 2009 

election in Wake was an openly partisan election as McCaffrey (1971) suggests that they 

should be.  However, his assertion that partisan elections tend to focus more on issues than 

on personalities withstood a test in the case of the Wake school board elections of 2009.   

          If pre-screening of candidates was done by the GOP in this election as McCaffrey 

suggests, it did not reveal the “eccentricities of the candidates” that would prove to be 

devastating to the smooth and effective operations of the candidates once sworn into office.   

To be certain the partisan nature of Election 2009 did not insulate its candidates from 

personal attacks in office.  If not for the media’s presence at board meetings and their 

persistence in detailing the workings of the Wake board, many Wake citizens may not have 

come to know this conservative school board quite so well.  This aligns with Gerstl-Pepin’s 

(2002) assertion that the media plays a crucial role in “producing and controlling knowledge” 

(p. 40). 

          Graber (2002) wrote that the media “survey the events of the day and make them the 

focus of public and private attention…” (p. 10).  Her assertion that the media also interprets 

events is found true in the articles in this study.  Clearly, the writers for the Independent and 

the News and Observer are seen to interpret events when they assert that the system has gone 

“to hell”, that “fur would have flown”, that disagreement “erupted” at a board meeting and 

that Superintendent Tata “let his tongue off the leash”.  Reporter A’s insistence that reporters 

do not influence the news and do not engage in issue framing seems disingenuous when 

examined against such figurative language.    
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          Reporter’s language choices during each interview were equally interesting.  When 

discussing implications of issue framing and politics for the school board, Reporter B noted 

in his remarks that the current Democratic majority on the school board is not “as 

aggressive” in its workings as was the Republican controlled school board.  He stated that the 

Republican majority on the board between 2009 and 2011 was “dysfunctional” but also that 

its members readily admit its mistakes.  He noted his belief that the problem they suffered 

was an inability to “tolerate each other’s eccentricities”.   

          By contrast, Reporter A stated that education is always available as a political football 

to be used for someone’s gain.  He believes that the Republican majority, and the Tea Party, 

try to politicize everything and his belief is that you can do this to such an extreme that you 

“drive the public crazy”.  He asserted his belief that Margiotta and his Republican peers were 

“quite willing to go out and say things in a divisive way.”  Reporter A continued by stating 

that he does not believe the media fanned any flames of controversy.  Rather, he asserts that 

the flames of controversy were “fanned by the public and the board in a maniacal way.”  His 

point can be made to some degree by school board members willing to call each other “prom 

queen” and school board chairmen willing to refer to dissenting members of the public as 

“animals out of the cages” in a public board meeting.   

          A question may arise about a liberal bias in the media and what it chooses to report.  

The choices of coverage in this study support the assertions of Gerstl-Pepin (2002) and 

Patterson (1998, 2008) that the press engages in muckraking.  However, the articles in this 

study also beg the question whether a liberal bias in the media is at all necessary when you 
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have public figures willing to behave so badly and do it so publicly and so frequently?  In an 

arena that is public and that is reported on from the school board meeting room, neither a 

liberal or conservative bias appears necessary when the behavior of public officials in on full 

public. Name calling and adolescent vitriol on display in the public arena will surely be 

talked about by all people, including the media.  Any citizens not paying attention before 

would surely be paying prurient attention after such displays (Anderson, 2007).   

          Howell concluded that contemporary school boards “are no more than gadflies, 

captives of teacher unions, and breeding grounds for ambitious politicians” (2005, p. 228).  

While a teacher’s union does not exist in N.C., his assertion rings true in terms of political 

ambitions and Wake County School Board members.  The Independent’s endorsements for 

school board elections in 2011 boldly note Tedesco’s “naked political ambitions on display 

daily” (September 21, 2011).  Malone and Goldman also ran for N.C. state offices in less 

than two years on the school board.  Only Malone was successful, being elected to the N.C. 

State House of Representatives.  Tedesco’s attempt to be elected as N.C. Superintendent of 

Public Instruction and his defeat garnered him the most coverage of all persons on the top 

100 most frequent terms list in this study.  

          The strained relationship between Superintendent Tata and the Wake School Board 

also contributed to the public debacle during the period 2011–2012.  The public nature of the 

tension between him and the board impaired the ability of all of them to lead the district 

effectively.   In their chapter of an edited work by Jane Clark Lindle, Fusarelli and Peterson 

(2014) note the importance of an effective relationship between superintendents and school 



101 

 

 

 

 

boards.  Regarding Wake County specifically, they write that “relations between the 

superintendent … and board members were strained, with factions largely identifiable by 

party affiliation” (p. 70).  When writing about the ethical allegations that Tata made against 

Kushner and Evans, the authors state, “By making politics personal and alienating a third of 

the elected board, Tata severely undermined his position and effectively sealed his own fate” 

(p. 70).   

          Fusarelli and Peterson (2014) also noted that, broadly, school boards are more likely 

than not to approve policy recommendations of superintendents.  They stated, however, that 

in the case of Wake School Board and Tata’s choice plan, adoption by the board led to a host 

of problems and conflicts, making both the superintendent and the school board ineffective.  

The authors wrote that all this conflict “provided ideal fodder for news coverage and 

therefore, was covered in a wide variety of media outlets” (p. 73).   

Implications for School Board Relations with the Press 

          School board members in any district are public figures, whether elected or appointed.  

In Wake County, media is always present at school board meetings.  Given this fact, 

presumably board members know that their behavior and their words are subject to recording 

in print.  As such, it becomes incumbent on school board members to behave in such a way 

that maintains respect for the body politic, even if the community disagrees with a policy or 

solution to an issue.  Given the immediacy of information in the current era, school board 

candidates and school board members would be well advised to temper strong emotions or 

opinions while remaining honest with the electorate and public.   
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          Mr. Reporter A’s interview comments are cautionary and school boards would be well 

advised to listen to them.  In the case of the Republican majority board in Wake, their 

willingness to be confrontational and, as he noted, to “say things in a divisive way” in public 

and as part of their formal meetings could be seen as their ultimate undoing, both as public 

and private figures in the Wake community.  Reporter B’s observation that the current board 

is more aware of and capable of managing each other’s eccentricities is instructive as well.  

School board members would be wise to know each other well and to be collegial enough to 

manage each other’s eccentricities and differences of opinion in a way that keep heated 

contention private and present a united, respectable image in the community.  Board 

members should always be aware that disagreement does not have to lead to anger. This is a 

lesson that is universal and can be applied to any community.   

          Evidence exists in this study to indicate that the print media does engage in issue 

framing.  The language written in articles about the WCPSS was deliberately chosen.  The 

reporters in this study were honest about the fact that newspapers need to be sold and that 

headlines are written to grab the reader’s attention and to sell newspapers.  While cordial 

relations may exist between school boards and the media, the media’s role is to cover the 

story.  It is imperative that all school boards govern in such a way that the policy is the story, 

not the individual school board members.  When this fact is ignored, it is possible to find 

private lives played out in the public in an unproductive way and the governing capacity of 

the board suffers.  School boards should also work to frame information for the media in 

advance, assuring less vitriol, a focus on issues, and delivering the information in such a way 
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that its presentation is positive and seen as a solution, not a continuation or creation of a 

problem The period 2000 – 2013, particularly 2009 – 2013, for the WCPSS School Board 

should serve and be heeded as a cautionary tale for all school boards.  

Recommendations for Further Study 

          Building on the interview comments of Reporter B, an area of study related to both 

school board operations and elections is the idea that political parties first attempt strategies 

at a local level to achieve their ultimate goals before attempting to engage those same 

political strategies at a state level.  A study of other districts and political activities 

surrounding policies, elections, or board control would be beneficial to both school boards 

and the media that write about them for the public.  

          Another area for possible study is the push in N. C. to have school boards, specifically 

the Wake County School Board, elected at large rather than by district.  A study that 

combines this goal with the newly drawn election districts in N.C. and their impact on policy 

making in the next 5 to 10 years would also be beneficial not only to the school board but for 

the public that votes for them.  A more informed public would then be better able to make a 

considered decision when going to the polls.   

          A final area of potential study is to examine large urban school districts whose boards 

of education have a history of stable operations, despite changes in the balance of power of a 

period of time.  That study might include not only the degree to which party association is 

public but also the manner in which those boards are elected and the degree to which growth, 

or its absence, in the community lends to or detracts from stability on the school board. 
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Summary 

          The exploratory case study examined print media coverage in two local newspapers 

and two nationally circulated newspapers of the WCPSS School Board during the period 

2000–2013.  Articles were culled from the archives of the publications and interviews were 

also conducted with the education reporters from the two local newspapers. Using the 

articles, word and phrase searches were conducted to determine nodes, or frames, in which to 

place the articles and determine a pattern of language and coverage.  

          The overwhelming majority of articles were related to policy or policy-making.  In 

those articles, conflict over the policies dominated coverage.  In addition, conflict between 

school board members and conflict between school board members and the public dominated 

coverage between the years 2009-2013. 
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APPENDIX A  

Interview Protocol 

 

1. How long have you been a reporter?  

2. How long have you been an education reporter for your current publication? 

3. What led you to specialize on education reporting? 

4. What is the process by which your publication makes decisions on what education 

stories to publish? 

5. How has education changed in the years you have been covering it? 

6. Has it become more or less partisan?  Why or why not? 

7. Turning to Wake County, in what ways do you perceive that issue framing has 

changed as it relates to reporting on the Wake County Public School Board? Why do 

you believe this has occurred? 

8.  Is partisanship on the school board on the wane or on the rise?  What do you as, a 

reporter, perceive the impact to be on the School Board and why?  
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APPENDIX B 

Document Protocol 

 

Adapted from Altheide and Schneider, 2013 

 

1. Publication code and number (NO, WW, I, NY, WS) 

2. Date of document 

3. Title/Headline 

4. Length/Placement 

5. Byline 

6. Context 

7. Frame 

a. policy 

b. finance 

c. public trust 

8. Subject/Theme 

9. Persons referenced 

10. Organizations referenced 

11. Persons quoted 

12. Descriptive language used  
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APPENDIX C 

News and Observer 100 Most Frequent Words 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

board 5 9300 2.27 

students 8 4284 1.05 

plan 4 3266 0.80 

assignment 10 2252 0.55 

district 8 2204 0.54 

diversity 9 2161 0.53 

student 7 2089 0.51 

observer 8 2061 0.50 

system 6 2048 0.50 

high 4 1729 0.42 

policy 6 1725 0.42 

state 5 1692 0.41 

parents 7 1509 0.37 

majority 8 1495 0.37 

member 6 1484 0.36 

public 6 1475 0.36 

Tata 4 1423 0.35 

education 9 1248 0.31 
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republican 10 1225 0.30 

percent 7 1179 0.29 

children 8 1138 0.28 

elementary 10 1120 0.27 

Tedesco 7 1119 0.27 

round 5 1093 0.27 

superintendent 14 1075 0.26 

community 9 1070 0.26 

magnet 6 996 0.24 

Goldman 7 991 0.24 

choice 6 989 0.24 

families 8 975 0.24 

lang 4 962 0.24 

multi 5 951 0.23 

election 8 912 0.22 

group 5 907 0.22 

time 4 886 0.22 

years 5 884 0.22 

Margiotta 9 874 0.21 

vote 4 861 0.21 

meeting 7 859 0.21 
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Cary 4 794 0.19 

democratic 10 791 0.19 

income 6 785 0.19 

hill 4 773 0.19 

million 7 768 0.19 

bond 4 755 0.18 

changes 7 751 0.18 

candidates 10 740 0.18 

middle 6 731 0.18 

chairman 8 719 0.18 

issue 5 685 0.17 

local 5 670 0.16 

first 5 657 0.16 

neighborhood 12 656 0.16 

four 4 648 0.16 

money 5 643 0.16 

officials 9 630 0.15 

change 6 623 0.15 

seats 5 620 0.15 

support 7 611 0.15 

busing 6 608 0.15 
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three 5 604 0.15 

john 4 601 0.15 

commissioners 13 596 0.15 

report 6 576 0.14 

think 5 575 0.14 

2010 4 567 0.14 

committee 9 564 0.14 

former 6 555 0.14 

voters 6 552 0.14 

administrators 14 550 0.13 

program 7 549 0.13 

2009 4 541 0.13 

Malone 6 527 0.13 

growth 6 512 0.13 

president 9 510 0.12 

reassignment 12 510 0.12 

elections 9 498 0.12 

still 5 490 0.12 

political 9 487 0.12 

leaders 7 482 0.12 

2012 4 470 0.11 
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elected 7 460 0.11 

race 4 456 0.11 

districts 9 452 0.11 

office 6 450 0.11 

policies 8 444 0.11 

issues 6 443 0.11 

attend 6 441 0.11 

campaign 8 431 0.11 

budget 6 426 0.10 

party 5 425 0.10 

groups 6 424 0.10 

achievement 11 422 0.10 

past 4 421 0.10 

teachers 8 421 0.10 

know 4 417 0.10 

democrats 9 415 0.10 

Sutton 6 414 0.10 

decision 8 411 0.10 

Monday 6 409 0.10 
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APPENDIX D 

News and Observer Word Stop List 

aggdocs         keep     rlob 

author         Keung     road 

back         last     staff 

based         long     terms 

Cary         members     Thomas 

docs         news     time 

even         Newsbank     Tuesday 

fall         newspage     whether 

Goldsmith         number     writer 

help         Offddc272369b9adf     writers 

index         people     1st section 

Infoweb         Raleigh      
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APPENDIX E 

Independent 100 Most Frequent Words 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

board 5 984 1.70 

students 8 457 0.79 

majority 8 352 0.61 

diversity 9 337 0.58 

system 6 305 0.53 

Raleigh 7 290 0.50 

Tata 4 290 0.50 

plan 4 289 0.50 

district 8 280 0.48 

student 7 260 0.45 

public 6 251 0.43 

Tedesco 7 231 0.40 

high 4 229 0.40 

republican 10 218 0.38 

assignment 10 217 0.37 

percent 7 209 0.36 

education 9 202 0.35 

kids 4 201 0.35 
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policy 6 199 0.34 

parents 7 178 0.31 

state 5 175 0.30 

years 5 173 0.30 

choice 6 164 0.28 

four 4 156 0.27 

members 7 156 0.27 

income 6 154 0.27 

republicans 11 154 0.27 

last 4 136 0.23 

neighborhood 12 135 0.23 

Margiotta 9 134 0.23 

every 5 128 0.22 

round 5 127 0.22 

community 9 125 0.22 

three 5 124 0.21 

magnet 6 118 0.20 

commissioners 13 116 0.20 

member 6 116 0.20 

time 4 115 0.20 

superintendent 14 114 0.20 
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five 4 112 0.19 

children 8 111 0.19 

first 5 108 0.19 

meeting 7 108 0.19 

candidates 10 103 0.18 

issue 5 103 0.18 

achievement 11 102 0.18 

bond 4 102 0.18 

democrats 9 101 0.17 

conservative 12 100 0.17 

right 5 100 0.17 

former 6 99 0.17 

election 8 98 0.17 

even 4 98 0.17 

teachers 8 98 0.17 

support 7 95 0.16 

money 5 91 0.16 

chair 5 90 0.16 

people 6 89 0.15 

growth 6 88 0.15 

john 4 88 0.15 
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elections 9 86 0.15 

democratic 10 84 0.15 

districts 9 84 0.15 

assignments 11 83 0.14 

party 5 83 0.14 

elected 7 82 0.14 

issues 6 82 0.14 

million 7 82 0.14 

think 5 82 0.14 

based 5 81 0.14 

middle 6 81 0.14 

zones 5 80 0.14 

vote 4 78 0.13 

elementary 10 77 0.13 

poverty 7 77 0.13 

including 9 74 0.13 

group 5 73 0.13 

better 6 72 0.12 

political 9 72 0.12 

since 5 71 0.12 

whether 7 71 0.12 
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voters 6 70 0.12 

Goldman 7 69 0.12 

staff 5 69 0.12 

though 6 68 0.12 

another 7 67 0.12 

race 4 66 0.11 

2010 4 65 0.11 

called 6 65 0.11 

know 4 65 0.11 

seats 5 65 0.11 

current 7 64 0.11 

candidate 9 63 0.11 

2011 4 62 0.11 

black 5 61 0.11 

budget 6 61 0.11 

families 8 61 0.11 

fact 4 60 0.10 

help 4 59 0.10 

hill 4 59 0.10 
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APPENDIX F  

Independent Word Stop List 

also           like           school 

@geary           made           schools 

Carolina           make           take 

county           many           Wake 

Geary           much           want 

going           must           week 

good           need           well 

however           next           work 

just           North           years 
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APPENDIX G 

 

New York Times 100 Most Frequent Words 

 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

2010 4 11 3.91 

board 5 7 2.49 

busing 6 7 2.49 

diversity 9 6 2.14 

file 4 6 2.14 

policy 6 6 2.14 

Raleigh 7 5 1.78 

arrested 8 4 1.42 

students 8 4 1.42 

2007 4 3 1.07 

district 8 3 1.07 

integration 11 3 1.07 

meeting 7 3 1.07 

protesters 10 3 1.07 

achieve 7 2 0.71 

associated 10 2 0.71 

balance 7 2 0.71 
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based 5 2 0.71 

brief 5 2 0.71 

change 6 2 0.71 

changes 7 2 0.71 

court 5 2 0.71 

districts 9 2 0.71 

economic 8 2 0.71 

finder 6 2 0.71 

income 6 2 0.71 

last 4 2 0.71 

late 4 2 0.71 

model 5 2 0.71 

people 6 2 0.71 

press 5 2 0.71 

scuffle 7 2 0.71 

several 7 2 0.71 

supreme 7 2 0.71 

Tuesday 7 2 0.71 

voted 5 2 0.71 

across 6 1 0.36 

approved 8 1 0.36 
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arrest 6 1 0.36 

assigning 9 1 0.36 

back 4 1 0.36 

banned 6 1 0.36 

barber 6 1 0.36 

bazelon 7 1 0.36 

became 6 1 0.36 

brown 5 1 0.36 

built 5 1 0.36 

buses 5 1 0.36 

capital 7 1 0.36 

chairman 8 1 0.36 

chapter 7 1 0.36 

choice 6 1 0.36 

claims 6 1 0.36 

considers 9 1 0.36 

credits 7 1 0.36 

demographics 12 1 0.36 

distracted 10 1 0.36 

distributed 11 1 0.36 

docview 7 1 0.36 
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effort 6 1 0.36 

elected 7 1 0.36 

ending 6 1 0.36 

families 8 1 0.36 

favor 5 1 0.36 

head 4 1 0.36 

homes 5 1 0.36 

increased 9 1 0.36 

index 5 1 0.36 

Jonathan 8 1 0.36 

July 4 1 0.36 

jump 4 1 0.36 

June 4 1 0.36 

kind 4 1 0.36 

leave 5 1 0.36 

lewin 5 1 0.36 

limiting 8 1 0.36 

look 4 1 0.36 

looking 7 1 0.36 

maintain 8 1 0.36 

majority 8 1 0.36 
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march 5 1 0.36 

Margiotta 9 1 0.36 

members 7 1 0.36 

Michael 7 1 0.36 

months 6 1 0.36 

ncsu 4 1 0.36 

near 4 1 0.36 

nearly 6 1 0.36 

neighborhood 12 1 0.36 

panel 5 1 0.36 

path 4 1 0.36 

place 5 1 0.36 

plan 4 1 0.36 

plans 5 1 0.36 

police 6 1 0.36 

provide 7 1 0.36 

proxying 8 1 0.36 

punishment 10 1 0.36 

race 4 1 0.36 

rather 6 1 0.36 
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APPENDIX H 

New York Times Stop Word List 

1851 copyright permission 

1923 current prohibited 

12725 east Proquest 

1999 Emily reproduced 

2005 focusing reproduction 

2008 gathering times 

2011 Glater without 

614220500 historical York 

accounted http  

Alan newspaper  

coast owner  
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APPENDIX I 

Wall Street Journal 100 Most Frequent Words 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

income 6 25 3.40 

students 8 20 2.72 

based 5 10 1.36 

district 8 9 1.22 

plans 5 7 0.95 

publication 11 7 0.95 

race 4 7 0.95 

court 5 6 0.82 

districts 9 6 0.82 

2007 4 5 0.68 

minority 8 5 0.68 

status 6 5 0.68 

achievement 11 4 0.54 

every 5 4 0.54 

free 4 4 0.54 

journal 7 4 0.54 

legal 5 4 0.54 

lower 5 4 0.54 
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middle 6 4 0.54 

permission 10 4 0.54 

Raleigh 7 4 0.54 

reduced 7 4 0.54 

socioeconomic 13 4 0.54 

states 6 4 0.54 

street 6 4 0.54 

united 6 4 0.54 

wall 4 4 0.54 

white 5 4 0.54 

areas 5 3 0.41 

company 7 3 0.41 

copyright 9 3 0.41 

desegregation 13 3 0.41 

diversity 9 3 0.41 

document 8 3 0.41 

federal 7 3 0.41 

group 5 3 0.41 

growth 6 3 0.41 

jones 5 3 0.41 

lunches 7 3 0.41 
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mostly 6 3 0.41 

parents 7 3 0.41 

price 5 3 0.41 

supreme 7 3 0.41 

think 5 3 0.41 

using 5 3 0.41 

without 7 3 0.41 

399040765 9 2 0.27 

administration 14 2 0.27 

African 7 2 0.27 

American 8 2 0.27 

assigned 8 2 0.27 

assigning 9 2 0.27 

assignment 10 2 0.27 

assignments 11 2 0.27 

avoid 5 2 0.27 

black 5 2 0.27 

body 4 2 0.27 

busing 6 2 0.27 

campaign 8 2 0.27 

challenges 10 2 0.27 
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class 5 2 0.27 

consent 7 2 0.27 

conservative 12 2 0.27 

courts 6 2 0.27 

distribution 12 2 0.27 

eastern 7 2 0.27 

edition 7 2 0.27 

education 9 2 0.27 

effort 6 2 0.27 

families 8 2 0.27 

foundation 10 2 0.27 

generally 9 2 0.27 

grade 5 2 0.27 

higher 6 2 0.27 

large 5 2 0.27 

last 4 2 0.27 

less 4 2 0.27 

likely 6 2 0.27 

ncsu 4 2 0.27 

neighborhoods 13 2 0.27 

news 4 2 0.27 
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owner 5 2 0.27 

Philips 8 2 0.27 

president 9 2 0.27 

prohibited 10 2 0.27 

ProQuest 8 2 0.27 

public 6 2 0.27 

qualify 7 2 0.27 

racial 6 2 0.27 

reassignment 12 2 0.27 

receiving 9 2 0.27 

reproduced 10 2 0.27 

reproduction 12 2 0.27 

Robert 6 2 0.27 

significant 11 2 0.27 

social 6 2 0.27 

spur 4 2 0.27 

strategies 10 2 0.27 

student 7 2 0.27 

subject 7 2 0.27 
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APPENDIX J 

Wall Street Journal Word Stop List 

4300 among building 

8306 bdata Bush 

9190 began came 

able begun daughter 

action bohl  

actions bquery  
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APPENDIX K 

Elections Node Word Frequency List 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

board 5 2472 2.38 

district 8 1167 1.12 

republican 10 639 0.61 

election 8 608 0.58 

candidates 10 570 0.55 

students 8 566 0.54 

diversity 9 530 0.51 

state 5 492 0.47 

observer 8 456 0.44 

majority 8 427 0.41 

policy 6 395 0.38 

system 6 383 0.37 

Tedesco 7 377 0.36 

voters 6 373 0.36 

member 6 368 0.35 

elections 9 362 0.35 

education 9 360 0.35 

democratic 10 333 0.32 
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plan 4 311 0.30 

party 5 307 0.30 

student 7 305 0.29 

years 5 303 0.29 

campaign 8 300 0.29 

candidate 9 296 0.28 

assignment 10 294 0.28 

four 4 294 0.28 

hill 4 291 0.28 

vote 4 287 0.28 

public 6 274 0.26 

bond 4 258 0.25 

community 9 257 0.25 

political 9 254 0.24 

race 4 254 0.24 

2009 4 248 0.24 

democrats 9 247 0.24 

seats 5 246 0.24 

children 8 244 0.23 

support 7 244 0.23 

percent 7 241 0.23 
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seat 4 241 0.23 

Margiotta 9 239 0.23 

high 4 238 0.23 

busing 6 231 0.22 

runoff 6 231 0.22 

issue 5 229 0.22 

time 4 227 0.22 

Cary 4 225 0.22 

group 5 225 0.22 

loused 7 223 0.21 

republicans 11 223 0.21 

elected 7 221 0.21 

parents 7 218 0.21 

former 6 217 0.21 

multi 5 217 0.21 

Lang 4 211 0.20 

money 5 203 0.20 

local 5 202 0.19 

council 7 201 0.19 

districts 9 194 0.19 

john 4 187 0.18 
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three 5 187 0.18 

neighborhood 12 184 0.18 

Goldman 7 180 0.17 

bill 4 179 0.17 

democrat 8 173 0.17 

think 5 171 0.16 

million 7 170 0.16 

round 5 169 0.16 

choice 6 168 0.16 

incumbent 9 164 0.16 

ballot 6 161 0.15 

Malone 6 159 0.15 

races 5 159 0.15 

commissioners 13 158 0.15 

issues 6 157 0.15 

change 6 155 0.15 

city 4 155 0.15 

policies 8 153 0.15 

Truitt 6 153 0.15 

town 4 149 0.14 

income 6 148 0.14 
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running 7 147 0.14 

chairman 8 146 0.14 

mayor 5 144 0.14 

fletcher 8 142 0.14 

first 5 138 0.13 

growth 6 134 0.13 

superintendent 14 134 0.13 

changes 7 133 0.13 

nine 4 131 0.13 

president 9 131 0.13 

large 5 126 0.12 

control 7 124 0.12 

Tata 4 124 0.12 

groups 6 120 0.12 

votes 5 120 0.12 

garner 6 119 0.11 

five 4 117 0.11 

association 11 114 0.11 

including 9 112 0.11 



150 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX L 

Finance Node Word Frequency List 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

board 5 708 1.98 

bond 4 404 1.13 

million 7 370 1.03 

commissioners 13 266 0.74 

issue 5 222 0.62 

money 5 213 0.60 

students 8 206 0.58 

system 6 197 0.55 

budget 6 189 0.53 

construction 12 167 0.47 

state 5 166 0.46 

district 8 163 0.46 

observer 8 147 0.41 

plan 4 146 0.41 

increase 8 128 0.36 

round 5 128 0.36 

bonds 5 125 0.35 

committee 9 118 0.33 
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public 6 116 0.32 

member 6 114 0.32 

percent 7 111 0.31 

voters 6 109 0.30 

growth 6 102 0.29 

education 9 99 0.28 

years 5 94 0.26 

funding 7 92 0.26 

taxes 5 91 0.25 

high 4 89 0.25 

vote 4 88 0.25 

support 7 81 0.23 

student 7 77 0.22 

time 4 77 0.22 

cuts 4 76 0.21 

elementary 10 76 0.21 

chairman 8 75 0.21 

cost 4 75 0.21 

group 5 75 0.21 

republican 10 75 0.21 

superintendent 14 74 0.21 
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Lang 4 72 0.20 

multi 5 72 0.20 

property 8 71 0.20 

spending 8 69 0.19 

costs 5 67 0.19 

Tata 4 67 0.19 

teachers 8 66 0.18 

renovations 11 64 0.18 

election 8 63 0.18 

leaders 7 62 0.17 

officials 9 62 0.17 

rate 4 62 0.17 

bill 4 60 0.17 

referendum 10 60 0.17 

build 5 59 0.16 

needs 5 59 0.16 

program 7 59 0.16 

administrators 14 57 0.16 

billion 7 57 0.16 

john 4 57 0.16 

less 4 57 0.16 
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think 5 57 0.16 

assignment 10 56 0.16 

diversity 9 56 0.16 

association 11 55 0.15 

president 9 54 0.15 

needed 6 53 0.15 

report 6 53 0.15 

buses 5 52 0.15 

majority 8 52 0.15 

local 5 51 0.14 

proposal 8 51 0.14 

seats 5 51 0.14 

policy 6 50 0.14 

proposed 8 50 0.14 

busing 6 49 0.14 

community 9 49 0.14 

four 4 49 0.14 

middle 6 49 0.14 

parents 7 49 0.14 

part 4 49 0.14 

three 5 49 0.14 
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finalsection 12 48 0.13 

asked 5 47 0.13 

first 5 47 0.13 

November 8 47 0.13 

transportation 14 47 0.13 

former 6 46 0.13 

programs 8 46 0.13 

ballot 6 45 0.13 

taxpayers 9 45 0.13 

wcschool 8 45 0.13 

projects 8 44 0.12 

charter 7 43 0.12 

several 7 43 0.12 

additional 10 42 0.12 

opponents 9 42 0.12 

raise 5 42 0.12 

teacher 7 42 0.12 

fletcher 8 41 0.11 

higher 6 41 0.11 
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APPENDIX M 

Opinion/Blog Node Word Frequency List 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

board 5 273 1.52 

majority 8 125 0.70 

students 8 122 0.68 

diversity 9 114 0.64 

system 6 106 0.59 

public 6 100 0.56 

plan 4 98 0.55 

student 7 88 0.49 

assignment 10 80 0.45 

education 9 73 0.41 

kids 4 69 0.38 

high 4 67 0.37 

policy 6 67 0.37 

Tedesco 7 62 0.35 

parents 7 61 0.34 

income 6 60 0.33 

children 8 55 0.31 

percent 7 53 0.30 
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state 5 53 0.30 

years 5 53 0.30 

Tata 4 48 0.27 

commissioners 13 45 0.25 

four 4 43 0.24 

black 5 41 0.23 

round 5 41 0.23 

time 4 40 0.22 

achievement 11 39 0.22 

community 9 39 0.22 

every 5 39 0.22 

choice 6 38 0.21 

growth 6 38 0.21 

right 5 37 0.21 

three 5 37 0.21 

families 8 36 0.20 

neighborhood 12 36 0.20 

five 4 35 0.20 

superintendent 14 34 0.19 

magnet 6 33 0.18 

better 6 32 0.18 
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district 8 32 0.18 

first 5 32 0.18 

2010 4 31 0.17 

wcpss 5 31 0.17 

assignments 11 30 0.17 

bond 4 30 0.17 

data 4 30 0.17 

john 4 30 0.17 

white 5 30 0.17 

cost 4 29 0.16 

course 6 29 0.16 

support 7 29 0.16 

issue 5 28 0.16 

know 4 28 0.16 

republicans 11 28 0.16 

zones 5 28 0.16 

conservative 12 27 0.15 

middle 6 27 0.15 

think 5 27 0.15 

point 5 26 0.14 

poor 4 26 0.14 
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meeting 7 25 0.14 

million 7 25 0.14 

poverty 7 25 0.14 

republican 10 25 0.14 

chair 5 24 0.13 

political 9 24 0.13 

side 4 24 0.13 

fact 4 23 0.13 

full 4 23 0.13 

issues 6 23 0.13 

Margiotta 9 23 0.13 

election 8 22 0.12 

Farrell 7 22 0.12 

stability 9 22 0.12 

though 6 22 0.12 

former 6 21 0.12 

neighborhoods 13 21 0.12 

busing 6 20 0.11 

charlotte 9 20 0.11 

class 5 20 0.11 

committee 9 20 0.11 
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goal 4 20 0.11 

national 8 20 0.11 

parent 6 20 0.11 

southeast 9 20 0.11 

systems 7 20 0.11 

within 6 20 0.11 

around 6 19 0.11 

Bryan 5 19 0.11 

budget 6 19 0.11 

Losurdo 7 19 0.11 

member 6 19 0.11 

observer 8 19 0.11 

still 5 19 0.11 

thing 5 19 0.11 

average 7 18 0.10 

called 6 18 0.10 

charter 7 18 0.10 

choose 6 18 0.10 

graduate 8 18 0.10 
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APPENDIX N 

Policy Node Word Frequency List 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

board 5 6290 2.28 

students 8 3570 1.29 

plan 4 2794 1.01 

assignment 10 1863 0.67 

student 7 1703 0.62 

diversity 9 1679 0.61 

system 6 1510 0.55 

high 4 1450 0.53 

Tata 4 1371 0.50 

observer 8 1319 0.48 

policy 6 1319 0.48 

parents 7 1217 0.44 

district 8 1150 0.42 

majority 8 1057 0.38 

state 5 1037 0.38 

public 6 1016 0.37 

member 6 1011 0.37 

magnet 6 942 0.34 
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elementary 10 930 0.34 

round 5 881 0.32 

choice 6 853 0.31 

families 8 841 0.30 

percent 7 830 0.30 

Tedesco 7 825 0.30 

superintendent 14 820 0.30 

children 8 818 0.30 

education 9 799 0.29 

community 9 749 0.27 

income 6 714 0.26 

Goldman 7 662 0.24 

meeting 7 656 0.24 

republican 10 646 0.23 

time 4 609 0.22 

Lang 4 603 0.22 

multi 5 599 0.22 

middle 6 598 0.22 

changes 7 574 0.21 

group 5 567 0.21 

vote 4 560 0.20 
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Margiotta 9 555 0.20 

years 5 531 0.19 

neighborhood 12 495 0.18 

Cary 4 491 0.18 

democratic 10 469 0.17 

first 5 469 0.17 

hill 4 469 0.17 

change 6 462 0.17 

administrators 14 460 0.17 

officials 9 458 0.17 

chairman 8 456 0.17 

2010 4 435 0.16 

program 7 434 0.16 

three 5 412 0.15 

four 4 398 0.14 

busing 6 397 0.14 

report 6 394 0.14 

2012 4 391 0.14 

reassignment 12 391 0.14 

seats 5 386 0.14 

local 5 384 0.14 
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attend 6 376 0.14 

john 4 367 0.13 

achievement 11 365 0.13 

think 5 356 0.13 

still 5 354 0.13 

election 8 347 0.13 

issue 5 343 0.12 

Malone 6 341 0.12 

growth 6 340 0.12 

committee 9 339 0.12 

office 6 337 0.12 

money 5 322 0.12 

former 6 318 0.12 

support 7 318 0.12 

decision 8 314 0.11 

leaders 7 314 0.11 

2009 4 313 0.11 

advanced 8 313 0.11 

charlotte 9 310 0.11 

meetings 8 309 0.11 

million 7 309 0.11 
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Sutton 6 307 0.11 

proposal 8 306 0.11 

teachers 8 306 0.11 

policies 8 303 0.11 

process 7 299 0.11 

move 4 297 0.11 

assignments 11 296 0.11 

poverty 7 293 0.11 

information 11 292 0.11 

socioeconomic 13 291 0.11 

academic 8 290 0.11 

know 4 290 0.11 

since 5 285 0.10 

including 9 284 0.10 

minority 8 284 0.10 

president 9 283 0.10 

assigned 8 281 0.10 

calendar 8 278 0.10 

issues 6 278 0.10 
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APPENDIX O 

Public Trust Node Word Frequency List 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

board 5 2687 2.10 

students 8 1358 1.06 

plan 4 758 0.59 

system 6 746 0.58 

diversity 9 744 0.58 

parents 7 708 0.55 

district 8 651 0.51 

assignment 10 608 0.48 

observer 8 583 0.46 

policy 6 565 0.44 

student 7 554 0.43 

state 5 527 0.41 

high 4 526 0.41 

public 6 515 0.40 

majority 8 470 0.37 

round 5 448 0.35 

children 8 444 0.35 

member 6 424 0.33 
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elementary 10 394 0.31 

group 5 385 0.30 

community 9 381 0.30 

education 9 369 0.29 

percent 7 363 0.28 

meeting 7 354 0.28 

Tedesco 7 329 0.26 

Margiotta 9 327 0.26 

superintendent 14 305 0.24 

Lang 4 286 0.22 

income 6 281 0.22 

Cary 4 280 0.22 

republican 10 276 0.22 

multi 5 272 0.21 

time 4 272 0.21 

choice 6 258 0.20 

bond 4 257 0.20 

Goldman 7 253 0.20 

years 5 253 0.20 

election 8 245 0.19 

reassignment 12 242 0.19 
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neighborhood 12 240 0.19 

families 8 238 0.19 

Tata 4 232 0.18 

leaders 7 231 0.18 

support 7 223 0.17 

issue 5 221 0.17 

naacp 5 218 0.17 

middle 6 214 0.17 

commissioners 13 212 0.17 

report 6 212 0.17 

million 7 210 0.16 

officials 9 210 0.16 

vote 4 206 0.16 

four 4 201 0.16 

think 5 201 0.16 

money 5 199 0.16 

chairman 8 195 0.15 

first 5 195 0.15 

three 5 195 0.15 

2010 4 193 0.15 

groups 6 193 0.15 
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local 5 190 0.15 

president 9 190 0.15 

busing 6 184 0.14 

changes 7 182 0.14 

committee 9 181 0.14 

candidates 10 178 0.14 

garner 6 178 0.14 

former 6 177 0.14 

policies 8 176 0.14 

change 6 174 0.14 

growth 6 169 0.13 

john 4 169 0.13 

administrators 14 166 0.13 

Malone 6 166 0.13 

rights 6 166 0.13 

civil 5 163 0.13 

parent 6 157 0.12 

democratic 10 154 0.12 

seats 5 154 0.12 

mayor 5 152 0.12 

Thursday 8 152 0.12 
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magnet 6 151 0.12 

McNeal 6 150 0.12 

meetings 8 150 0.12 

voters 6 149 0.12 

barber 6 148 0.12 

hill 4 147 0.12 

know 4 147 0.12 

city 4 145 0.11 

elections 9 145 0.11 

issues 6 145 0.11 

2009 4 144 0.11 

move 4 140 0.11 

town 4 136 0.11 

elected 7 135 0.11 

including 9 135 0.11 

political 9 135 0.11 

finalsection 12 133 0.10 

calendar 8 132 0.10 

still 5 132 0.10 

 


