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Abstract

This study examines the framing strategies employed by The Guardian and USA Today in their coverage of the
pro-Palestine protests in American universities during April and May 2024. Accordingly, the corpus comprises 213
news texts, with The Guardian contributing 106 articles and USA Today contributing 107 articles from April 17 to May
17, 2024. The research identifies and contrasts the dominant frames used by these two newspapers by conducting a
framing content analysis on the selected news articles. The Guardian frequently utilizes conflict and adversarial frames,
emphasizing university-wide ideological and political struggles. Conversely, USA Today focuses on broader political
confrontations and administrative accountability, often highlighting institutional responses and governance issues. The
analysis process is guided by framing theory to reveal how news representations influence public perception and
interpretation and media agenda-setting theory to explore how media news coverage prioritizes specific issues within
the same event. The findings underscore the decisive role of media framing in shaping public opinion and priorities,
particularly in the context of global and political issues.
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1. Introduction

Historically, there have been instances of pro-Palestine protests on university and college campuses across the United
States, particularly during times of heightened tensions in the Israel-Palestine conflict. These protests often focus on
issues such as Palestinian human rights and the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories. Recently, universities across
the United States have witnessed widespread protests supporting Palestine and demanding an end to Israel's ongoing
war on Gaza. As of September 2024, Israeli troops killed more than 41,455 Palestinians, including more than 16,500
children, over 10,000 missing, and 95,878 injured in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank since October 7, 2023, according
to the Palestinian Ministry of Health and the Palestine Red Crescent.

Following these events, protests erupted on April 18 in American universities such as Columbia University, the
University of New York, North Carolina, Charlotte, and Michigan. Responding to these demonstrations, university
administrations summoned law enforcement to suppress the unrest, leading to confrontations with students. For instance,
students at Columbia University initiated a sit-in protest on campus, declaring their intent to persist until Israel ceases
its ongoing war on Gaza, thus pushing the university into the spotlight. Alongside the protests, presidents of renowned
American universities like Harvard, Pennsylvania, MIT, Yale, New York, and Columbia appeared before Congress to
address their handling of pro-Palestine demonstrations on campus. Eventually, facing increasing pressure, several
resigned (Gambino, 2023; Saul & Hartocollis, 2023). In addition, students and faculty members, guilty only of
peacefully protesting against Israel's ongoing war on Gaza, were handcuffed behind their backs, arrested, and forcibly
taken to the police station, with some being dragged on the ground in the process. According to the latest tally by The
Associated Press, over 2,000 people have been arrested nationwide as of May 3, 2024.

Global media outlets have covered the U.S. university's protests daily, yet media representations and framing of this
significant event have shaped and reshaped the public’s view of pro-Palestine protests. Some Western media have
framed pro-Palestine protests and protesters as violent, racist, and antisemitic. Specifically, U.S. mainstream media
coverage demonizes pro-Palestine encampments on campuses (Khouri, 2024). In this sense, many U.S. reporters,
commentators, and hosts use the same verbal frames and labels that U.S. President Joe Biden and U.S. and Israeli
officials have used to smear pro-Palestine protests. For example, U.S. mainstream media used Biden's words "hate
speech and hate symbols" to condemn students who participated in the protests (Khouri, 2024).
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Additionally, leaked memos to the New York Times journalists from the paper's management dictate guidelines on how
to characterize the war on Gaza. These memos instruct journalists to significantly limit the usage of terms like
"genocide," "ethnic cleansing," and "occupied territory." Instead of highlighting the grievances of protesters, such as
concerns over Palestinian casualties, injuries, and the imminent famine, U.S. media coverage of the campus
encampments has focused more on the clashes between protesters and police forces (Brown, 2024).

Examining framing in media coverage, particularly around contentious social and political events, is essential for
understanding the media's role in shaping public perception and discourse. Grounded in established theories, such as
framing and agenda-setting, this study provides valuable insights into how news representations impact societal views
on sensitive issues, including university-based pro-Palestine protests. By focusing on two major news outlets — The
Guardian and USA Today — this study highlights the nuanced framing techniques that distinguish each publication's
portrayal of these events. Each section in the following study offers a detailed breakdown of framing strategies and their
implications, aimed at providing scholars, media professionals, and activists with actionable insights into the
relationship between media narratives and public opinion. This approach illuminates the distinct framing employed by
different media and provides a foundation for future studies in media influence and public perception, particularly in
contentious or polarized sociopolitical contexts.

2. Theoretical Foundation

This study scrutinizes The Guardian and USA Today's news coverage of pro-Palestine protests in American universities
to gain insights into how these Anglo-American newspapers prioritize and emphasize specific aspects of the event. To
do so, the analysis process identifies the prominent frames embedded in the selected news texts.

2.1 Framing Theory

Framing theory, introduced by Goffman (1967, 1981, 1986), explores how framing events and activities influences
communication and behavior. Goffman distinguished between natural frameworks, which develop independently of
social agents, and social frameworks, shaped by the motives and actions of individuals. Building upon this, Gitlin (1980)
applied framing theory to the study of protest movements, establishing it as a critical approach to analyzing media
coverage of social movements. According to Gitlin, frames are "persistent patterns of cognition, interpretation, and
presentation, of selection, emphasis, and exclusion," that guide the way verbal and visual discourse is organized (1980,
p-7).

The work of Entman (1991, 1993, 2004, 2007, 2010) further advanced the understanding of framing in media and news
discourse. Entman defined framing as selecting certain aspects of reality and making them more salient to promote a
specific interpretation or response. Entman (1993) identified four critical functions of news frames. First, it identifies
the main issue and assigns responsibility to specific actors. Second, it offers explanations for why an issue exists. Third,
it applies moral judgments to the actors or issues. Finally, it proposes solutions or actions to steer audiences toward
specific responses. These functions highlight how framing influences public perception by shaping how issues are
understood and acted upon.

Entman (2004) also noted that frames can be found in four locations within the communication process: the
communicator, the text, the receiver, and the culture. Communicators consciously or unconsciously select frames based
on their belief systems, which are then embedded in the text through specific keywords, stereotypes, images, and
sources. Receivers may interpret these frames differently, influenced by their cognitive frameworks, while culture
provides a broader context that influences both the creation and reception of frames. In addition, Entman emphasized
that news frames often evoke emotional responses through their use of “cultural resonance and magnitude." Frames
incorporating culturally resonant terms—noticeable, understandable, and emotionally charged—impact audiences more.
The repetition of certain words, phrases, and images further reinforces the prominence of these frames. Entman argued
that what is omitted from a frame can be as important as what is included, as exclusions can significantly shape
audience interpretation.

Entman's work also explored the relationship between framing and media bias. He identified three types of bias: 1)
distortion bias, which involves inaccurate or misleading reporting; 2) content bias, where one side of a political conflict
is favored; and 3) decision-making bias, driven by journalists or media decision-makers belief systems. Entman (2010)
argued that a news slant occurs when one side’s preferred frame is emphasized, influencing how audiences perceive
political conflicts. Slanted framing often results from interactions between real-world events, cultural norms,
journalistic practices, and efforts by political elites to shape the news.

Iyengar (1990, 1996) also contributed significantly to framing theory, particularly about public opinion. He
distinguished between episodic frames, which focus on specific events or individuals, and thematic frames, which place
issues within a broader societal context. Iyengar found that episodic frames often lead viewers to attribute responsibility
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to individuals, while thematic frames encourage audiences to consider more prominent systemic factors. Researchers
analyzing media coverage of protest movements have identified recurring patterns, collectively known as the "protest
paradigm" (McLeod, 2007). This term describes a framework that guides journalists in reporting on protests. Studies on
the protest paradigm have revealed that the media often employs negative frames to depict protest movements, focusing
on spectacle, violence, and conflict. This approach and a preference for official sources and other delegitimizing
techniques have led to the side-lining of protesters' demands and issues.

Framing theory has been valuable in analyzing how media portray protests, shaping public perception and discourse.
The study by Gitlin (1980) examined the media coverage of the 1960s student movement in the United States. It
revealed how the media used frames to emphasize certain aspects of the protests while marginalizing others. Gitlin
found that the media often highlighted violence and disruption, overshadowing the protesters' messages and demands.
This pioneering work laid the foundation for understanding how framing can influence public opinion about social
movements.

Subsequent studies have expanded on Gitlin’s findings. For instance, McLeod and Hertog (1992) analyzed media
coverage of Central American solidarity protests in the 1980s, revealing that the media frequently used frames
delegitimizing protesters by focusing on conflict and disruption. Similarly, Brasted (2010) found that coverage of
anti-globalization protests emphasized violence and chaos, obscuring critiques of global economic policies.

Research on student protests has also shed light on the socio-political dimensions of these movements. Ibrahim (2011,
2013) examined the 2010-2011 student protests in the U.K. against tuition fee hikes. It highlighted the protesters’
concerns about the commodification of education and neoliberal reforms. This study underscored the collective identity
and solidarity among students and their resistance to austerity measures. In the U.S., Rhoads (2016) explored the
growing political engagement of college students and linked student activism to broader movements for social justice
and equity. His research demonstrated how student protests catalyze institutional reflection and reform, particularly in
addressing socioeconomic disparities and promoting inclusive policies. By analyzing news coverage of events, we can
uncover how media narratives influence collective understanding and response to critical societal and political events.

2.2 Agenda-Setting Theory

The idea of agenda setting began in the 1920s when Lippmann (1920) argued in his book Public Opinion that audiences
form feelings about events they do not experience directly through mental images and symbolic pictures created by
words and phrases used by journalists and editors. Lippmann suggested that authorities' choices of specific facts,
messages, and vocabulary create patterns of stereotypes that align with audience beliefs and interests, eventually
shaping public opinion. He noted that news and editorial policies are imposed by the journal's system of stereotypes that
can limit and control the public's access to information and facts about events.

In effect, the media no longer tell the public “what to think” but “what to think about” (Cohen, 1963). McCombs and
Shaw (1972) tested this idea during the 1968 U.S. presidential campaign. They found a strong correlation between the
prominent issues in the news media and the leading public issues. This laid the foundation for the agenda-setting theory,
which suggests that news outlets influence public agendas by determining the importance of information and messages.
Agenda-setting theory has been effectively utilized to understand how the media influence the perception of student
protests. Building on this theory, Boyle et al. (2012) investigated how U.S. and international newspapers covered the
2000 student protests against the World Trade Organization in Seattle. The study found that U.S. and international
media tended to emphasize disruptive tactics, violence, or sensational aspects of protests rather than the underlying
goals, especially when the tactics were confrontational. However, the news coverage was more nuanced when the
protests had clearly defined non-violent goals. This pattern suggests that media portrayal can vary based on the protest's
objectives and methods, potentially influencing public perception and support for protest movements.

McCombs and Valenzuela (2007) expanded on this theory, identifying two levels of agenda setting: object salience (the
selection of objects transmitted to the public) and attribute salience (the selection of specific attributes of objects). They
also examined the theoretical links between agenda-setting and media framing. They observed that both emphasize how
particular attributes are highlighted to shape certain aspects of reality, making them stand out in news coverage.
Moreover, McCombs and Valenzuela identified three consequences of agenda-setting effects: forming opinions, priming
opinions through emphasis on specific issues, and shaping opinions through emphasis on particular attributes. Ghanem
(1997) further elaborated on the second level of agenda-setting theory by examining how the media not only influence
what issues are important but also how those issues are perceived through specific attributes, thus significantly shaping
public opinion and attitudes.

Further extending this approach, Vliegenthart and Walgrave (2012) examined the agenda-setting effects of student
protests in Belgium. Their research revealed that extensive media coverage of the protests significantly influenced the
political agenda, leading to policy discussions and reforms in the education sector. The study highlighted the reciprocal
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relationship between media coverage and political action. It demonstrated how student protests can catalyze substantial
changes through agenda-setting processes. These studies underscore the critical role of media in shaping public and
political agendas regarding student activism, providing valuable insights into the dynamics of media influence on social
and political movements.

The theoretical foundation, primarily framing and agenda-setting theories, is a guiding framework for analyzing the
media coverage of pro-Palestine protests in American universities. By applying framing theory, this study identifies the
patterns used by The Guardian and USA Today to shape narratives around these events. Agenda-setting theory further
contextualizes the selection and prioritization of protest-related issues, examining how media outlets emphasize
particular aspects to influence public attention and concern. Throughout the analysis, these theories will be integrated
into each phase of the research process to allow for a comprehensive understanding of how framing and agenda-setting
work together to construct media narratives. This theoretical lens enhances the depth of the study's insights. It allows for
a nuanced comparison of the newspapers' framing techniques and agenda-setting strategies, thereby illustrating the
broader implications of media influence on public discourse and perception.

3. Method

The current study employs framing content analysis to examine the selected news articles. The rationale for this
research design stems from the need to analyze a corpus of articles published in two Anglo-American newspapers
within a specific timeframe. The corpus was compiled from the online archives of The Guardian (a British media outlet)
and USA Today (an American media outlet). Accordingly, the corpus comprises 213 news texts, with The Guardian
contributing 106 articles and USA Today contributing 107 articles from April 17 to May 17, 2024. The selection of
these news texts was based on keywords that explicitly refer to pro-Palestine protests in each news text’s headline. The
selection of the two Anglo-American media outlets is based on the following three criteria:

1. Their commitment to international news coverage daily, particularly the coverage of pro-Palestine protests in
American universities that began on April 18, 2024.

2. Their high daily circulation.
3. Their extensive reach to a broad global audience.

After data collection, a content analysis was conducted on the selected news texts. This analysis is guided by framing
theory and agenda-setting theory, which highlight how certain attributes dominate or frame particular aspects of reality
and make them prominent in news coverage.

The current study addresses the following research questions and sub-questions:

RQ1: How do The Guardian and USA Today prioritize news coverage of pro-Palestine protests in American
universities?

RQ2: What are the dominant frames in the selected news texts?
RQ2a: How does The Guardian frame pro-Palestine protests?
RQ2b: In what ways does USA Today frame pro-Palestine protests?
4. Results

This study scrutinizes The Guardian and USA Today's news coverage of pro-Palestine protests in American universities.
It aims to gain insights into how these newspapers prioritize and emphasize specific aspects of the event. Additionally,
the analysis identifies prominent frames embedded in the selected news texts. This framing content study follows a
systematic analysis guided by framing and agenda-setting theories. The first half of the analysis examines first-level
agenda setting, exploring the key issues that are identified and highlighted as necessary by the two newspapers. The
second half focuses on second-level agenda setting, which looks at how the newspapers frame those issues in specific
ways.

4.1 The Guardian's News Coverage and Framing of Pro-Palestine Protests

The Guardian's news articles on pro-Palestine protests can be scrutinized through various framing strategies, each
contributing to shaping the narrative of the event and influencing public perception. By exploring these frames in
greater detail, we can better understand how media coverage impacts the discourse on these issues. The following are
the prominent frames:

4.1.1 Conflict and Adversarial Frame

This frame details the congressional hearing on antisemitism at some American universities, such as Columbia
University, and it is dominated by an adversarial tone that portrays a scene of intense conflict. Members of Congress are
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depicted as aggressively questioning university presidents and officials, creating a narrative of confrontation. This frame
also emphasizes the contentious nature of the debate and the pressure exerted on American universities, positioning
them as a battleground for ideological and political struggles. For example, the headline “Columbia president assailed at
highly charged antisemitism Congress hearing” (The Guardian on April 17a, 2024) reflects this adversarial framing that
presents American universities as under siege from powerful external forces. In the same vein, the cancellation of Asna
Tabassum's speech at USC, attributed to safety concerns, is framed as a conflict between the university's administration
and advocates of free speech. This frame underscores a more profound ideological struggle, where institutional policies
clash with free expression and student activism principles. For example, the article "Backlash as USC cancels
valedictorian's speech over support for Palestine" (The Guardian on April 17 b, 2024) highlights the confrontation
between administrative decisions and student rights, framing the situation as a contentious issue of academic freedom.

4.1.2 Antisemitism and Double Standards Frame

The framing around antisemitism at American universities scrutinizes the institutions’ handling of these accusations.
This frame suggests a perceived inconsistency in addressing antisemitism and raises critical questions about universities’
integrity and commitment to creating a safe and inclusive environment. For example, the article “Columbia campus
protests: what is happening with the standoffs?” (The Guardian on April 30a, 2024) frames the university’s response as
inadequate and potentially biased. The Guardian’s news articles also highlight double standards by contrasting the
silencing of pro-Palestinian voices with the tolerance for extreme rhetoric against Palestinians. This frame brings to
light the inconsistencies in universities’ application of free speech principles and questions the fairness of its policies.

4.1.3 Leadership and Accountability Frame

Many of The Guardian’s news articles portrayed Columbia University's president, Minouche Shafik, as uncertain and
under significant pressure from external forces. This frame suggests a crisis in leadership and accountability and reflects
challenges in managing institutional responsibilities and responding effectively to the accusations of antisemitism. For
example, the article “Anti-woke Republicans attacked Columbia University. It capitulated” (The Guardian on April 18,
2024) focuses on Shafik’s decision-making and the pressures she faces from different pressure groups. Moreover,
USC’s response to the cancellation of the valedictorian speech raises questions about academic leadership and
accountability. This frame scrutinizes the administration's commitment to upholding free speech and maintaining a fair
academic environment amidst political pressures. For example, the article “USC cancels Jon M Chu keynote speech in
wake of valedictorian controversy” (The Guardian on April 20a, 2024) highlights concerns about the university's
governance and decision-making process.

4.1.4 Freedom of Speech and Censorship Frame

The tension between condemning antisemitism and protecting free speech at American universities during the protests
was a significant focus of The Guardian's news articles. This frame highlights the complexities involved in balancing
protecting against hate speech with preserving academic freedom and freedom of speech on campus. It also reflects
broader societal debates on the limits of free expression. For example, the article "Columbia begins suspending
pro-Palestine protesters after ultimatum ignored" (The Guardian on April 30 b, 2024) encapsulates this framing,
presenting the issue as a delicate balancing act. In addition, canceling the valedictorian speech in many American
universities is framed as censorship driven by political pressure. It suggests a compromise of academic freedom and
freedom of expression.

4.1.5 Protest and Activism Frame

The emphasis on ongoing protests and student activism portrays university campuses in turmoil. This frame highlights
the active engagement and dissent of the student body. For example, the article “USC cancels main commencement
ceremony amid Gaza protests” (The Guardian on April 26, 2024) focuses on the scale and intensity of student activism.
It depicts a highly mobilized and vocal community. Also, the suppression of pro-Palestinian voices in many American
universities is a central theme that emphasizes the broader struggle of students to speak out on controversial issues. This
frame also presents the challenges activists face and the implications for free speech on campus.

4.1.6 Political Influence Frame

The suggestion that political forces are driving the narrative against pro-Palestine protests frames the scrutiny as
politically motivated. This frame focuses on the influence of external political agendas on institutional actions, policies,
and public perceptions. For example, the article “Anti-Defamation League ramps up lobbying to promote controversial
definition of antisemitism” (The Guardian on May 16, 2024) emphasizes the external political pressures shaping the
university’s narrative. Additionally, The Guardian’s articles emphasize external political pressures from pro-Israel
groups influencing the university’s decisions and suggest a compromised autonomy of academic institutions. This frame
also raises concerns about how external interests and agendas shape policies and actions in American universities.
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4.1.7 Support and Solidarity Frame

The inclusion of voices that support American universities' presidents frames the universities as having significant
internal and external backing despite the controversy. This frame presents a narrative of solidarity and support amidst
criticism. For example, the article "Professors condemn Columbia crackdown on pro-Palestine students" (The Guardian
on May 20 b, 2024) represents the supportive responses and counters the narrative of complete institutional failure.
Furthermore, public and community reactions to the speech cancellation, including widespread outrage and support for
the valedictorian, are underlined in many news articles. This frame also presents the event as a rallying point for free
speech advocates and illustrates the broader community's support and solidarity with the affected students.

4.2 USA Today's News Coverage and Framing of Pro-Palestine Protests

USA Today’s news coverage of pro-Palestine protests in American universities is analyzed through the following
prominent frames:

4.2.1 Conflict Frame

Framing news around conflicts, such as confrontations between political figures and activists, draws public attention to
controversy and dramatic exchanges. In this sense, this frame emphasizes winners and losers, making it compelling for
readers but potentially oversimplifying complex issues. For example, the article “Tom Cotton, Kari Lake show how
much Trump, Republicans have normalized violent rhetoric” (USA Today on April 19, 2024) sheds light on the
provocative remarks by Sen. Tom Cotton, framing it as a broader political conflict between activists and political
figures. It also emphasizes the drama and controversy surrounding political confrontations and responses. By focusing
on Cotton’s inflammatory comments, USA Today stresses political strife and positions it as a central issue. This draws
attention and influences public perception of Cotton and the protests. The repeated emphasis on such conflicts elevates
their importance in public discourse.

4.2.2 Violence Frame

This frame includes the dangerous consequences of political rhetoric and actions and underlines physical violence in
American universities during pro-Palestine protests. It appeals to public concern for safety and justice and creates a
sense of urgency and moral clarity. Many news articles include responses from public figures condemning Cotton’s
remarks as incitement to violence. By presenting these responses, USA Today underscores the perceived threat of
vigilantism and positions it as a critical issue for public consideration. Given the fact that this frame focuses on violence,
it can provoke strong emotional reactions that compel audiences to take a stand on the issue. For example, the article
“GOP Sen. Cotton criticized for comments on dealing with Gaza protesters disrupting traffic” (USA Today on April 17,
2024) underscores the dangerous consequences of political rhetoric by featuring responses from public figures who
condemn Cotton’s remarks as incitement to violence.

4.2.3 Historical Comparison Frame

Comparisons to past protests and similar events contextualize current analysis within a broader historical narrative of
political persecution and academic freedom. This frame situates the current event within a legacy of ideological
conflicts. For example, the article "U.S. has long history of college protests: Here's what happened in the past" (USA
Today on May 15, 2024) draws parallels to historical events and provides a deeper context for understanding current
challenges. Furthermore, many news articles highlight historical patterns of discrimination, framing current events
within the long-standing Israel-Palestine conflict and the struggle for Palestinian rights. This frame connects
contemporary actions to a broader historical narrative and emphasizes the ongoing nature of these struggles.

4.2 .4 Administrative Inaction Frame

Criticizing university administrations for failing to address demands against antisemitism frames the issue as a matter of
institutional responsibility and accountability. This frame draws attention to perceived inadequacies in academic
leadership and governance. USA Today’s news articles discuss university administrators’ failures to respond effectively
to antisemitism actions on campuses and position it as a critical issue that requires immediate attention and action. The
frame also indicates that administrative inaction can increase scrutiny of institutional policies and leadership. For
example, the article "Harvard, Stanford, and MIT get an 'F' from ADL on antisemitism report card” (USA Today on
April 18, 2024) criticizes universities’ administrations for not adequately responding to demands against antisemitism
actions.

4.2.5 Antisemitism Frame

This frame underscores the widespread fear and vulnerability felt by Jews in the U.S. and American universities as a
result of the surge in antisemitism, especially on college campuses, where they have been targeted, threatened, and
frightened. By highlighting these sentiments, the frame emphasizes the prevalence and seriousness of antisemitism in
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American society. For example, the article “Antisemitism is rampant. Campus protests aren't helping things” (USA
Today on April 28, 2024). The article's discussion of campus protests and their role in exacerbating antisemitism further
solidifies the antisemitism frame. The frame also serves to underline the alarming rise in hostility towards Jews.

4.2.6 Safety and Security Concerns Frame

Focusing on safety and security concerns frames the current event as one of immediate personal and communal risk,
compelling urgent action and intervention, and appeals to basic human needs for safety and protection. Many news
articles discuss Jewish and Muslim students feeling unsafe on campuses and highlight the urgent need for universities to
address safety concerns. This frame posits that safety and security concerns can provoke strong emotional responses and
drive public demand for protective measures. For example, the article “Demonstrators breach barriers, clash at UCLA as
campus protests multiply: Updates” (USA Today on April 29, 2024) reflects on this frame that shows how Jewish and
Muslim students feel unsafe on campuses due to the tensions.

4.2.7 Institutional Reactions Frame

This frame emphasizes the role of institutional actors in addressing pro-Palestine protests. Many news articles describe
institutional reactions to campus protests, including criticism and calls for increased safety measures. This frame also
suggests that highlighting institutional reactions can shape public understanding of accountability and responsibility.
For example, the article "Columbia says encampments will scale down; scores of protesters arrested at USC: Updates"
(USA Today on April 25, 2024) covers the various institutional reactions to campus protests and includes calls for
increased safety measures.

5. Discussion

The Guardian’s diverse frames shape public understanding of pro-Palestine protests in American universities. By using
conflict and adversarial frame. In this sense, The Guardian emphasizes institutional struggles and external pressures that
create a narrative of urgency and crisis. The antisemitism and double standards frame draws attention to perceived
inconsistencies and biases and prompts readers to question the fairness and integrity of the institutions involved. The
focus on antisemitism, institutional accountability, and free speech suppression directs public attention to these critical
issues, shapes public discourse, and encourages readers to prioritize these topics in their discussions and understanding
of university policies and broader societal debates. Conversely, USA Today's news coverage accentuates administrative
inaction, framing the issue as one of institutional responsibility and accountability. By criticizing university leadership,
USA Today highlights the need for better governance and responsiveness to severe allegations.

USA Today also utilizes a conflict frame but with a different focus. For instance, its coverage of GOP Sen. Tom
Cotton’s remarks on direct action against protesters underlines the broader political confrontation between activists and
political figures. By highlighting provocative statements and responses, USA Today accentuates the drama and
controversy of political clashes and potentially simplifies complex issues into binary conflicts. This approach contrasts
with The Guardian's more detailed exploration of institutional dynamics and specific conflicts within American
universities.

When addressing freedom of speech and censorship, The Guardian frames the cancellation of speeches as censorship
driven by political pressure and external forces, which eventually compromise academic freedom and freedom of
speech. This frame underlines the impact of external political interests on university policies and the suppression of
dissenting voices. However, USA Today focuses on broader institutional reactions to campus protests that stress
governance and policy responses. This frame also underscores the role of public policy and institutional actions in
addressing freedom of expression and censorship.

Moreover, USA Today situates contemporary issues within broader historical narratives, drawing parallels between
current events and historical political persecution. This approach provides a deeper context for understanding current
challenges and emphasizes the nature of ongoing ideological conflicts. Additionally, USA Today highlights historical
patterns within the context of the Israel-Palestine conflict, connecting present-day actions to a continuum of advocacy
and discrimination and situating these struggles within a larger historical framework.

The two Anglo-American newspapers also use protest and activism frames differently. On the one hand, The Guardian
emphasizes ongoing protests and student activism, which portray campuses in turmoil. This frame highlights the active
engagement and dissent of the student body, reflecting broader social and political movements advocating for change.
On the other hand, USA Today frames pro-Palestine protests as forms of civil disobedience, legitimizing activist actions
by situating them within a tradition of peaceful protest aimed at achieving social and political changes.

The findings from the data analysis align closely with established concepts in framing and agenda-setting literature,
highlighting the media's role in shaping public understanding of contentious issues. Through the identification of
conflict, accountability, and ideological frames in coverage from The Guardian and USA Today, the study echoes
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Gitlin's (1980) observations on media framing of protest movements, wherein the media selectively emphasize specific
themes — such as institutional criticism or political conflict — that resonate with broader societal values. Similarly, the
agenda-setting impact observed aligns with McCombs and Shaw’s (1972) theory, as both news outlets selectively
highlighted issues that drive public discourse. The Guardian's framing of the protests as ideological battlegrounds,
compared to USA Today’s focus on institutional accountability, further exemplifies Entman’s (1993) notion that frame
selection can significantly affect public interpretation. These connections reinforce the theoretical underpinnings of the
study, demonstrating that framing and agenda-setting theories provide valuable insights into how media narratives are
constructed and how these constructions shape societal perspectives on complex sociopolitical topics.

6. Concluding Remarks

The analysis of The Guardian and USA Today news coverage reveals distinct framing strategies that significantly form
the public understanding of pro-Palestine protests in American universities. The Guardian tends to adopt frames that
portray American universities as battlegrounds for ideological struggles and emphasize the controversial nature of these
debates and issues. This approach draws attention to institutional biases and inconsistencies and prompts readers to
question the integrity and fairness of university policies. While USA Today adopted frames that mainly focus on
broader political confrontations and administrative accountability, framing the event as matters of institutional
responsibility and governance. By highlighting institutional responses and public policy implications, USA Today
encourages a focus on the need for better governance and responsiveness to severe allegations.

These differing frames illustrate the interplay between framing theory and agenda-setting theory during media news
coverage of events. The media inform the public and play a crucial role in shaping public discourse and priorities. By
selecting and emphasizing certain frames, media outlets guide societal conversations and influence public perceptions
of important social and political issues and events. This study underscores the importance of understanding media
framing strategies to comprehend better how news coverage impacts public opinion and the broader public agenda.

This study provides a foundation for future research by offering a structured approach to analyzing media framing and
agenda-setting in the coverage of controversial social issues. By comparing the framing techniques of The Guardian and
USA Today, this study demonstrates how varying frames can shape public opinion. This insight can be extended to
other media contexts and issues. Future studies can expand on this work by exploring framing in a broader range of
media outlets, including digital and social media platforms, where framing dynamics may differ due to the interactive
nature of audience engagement. Additionally, further research can scrutinize the effects of these framing and
agenda-setting practices on public perception and policy-making, particularly in an increasingly polarized media
environment. By adopting and adapting the methodological and theoretical frameworks used in this study, future
research can continue to uncover how media shapes public discourse, contributing valuable insights to media studies,
communication, and political science fields.

Acknowledgments
This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.
Authors contributions

Dr. Fadi Jaber was responsible for study design and revising. Dr. Jaber was also responsible for data collection,
proofreading, and reformatting the manuscript as per submission guidelines. Dr. Jaber read and approved the final
manuscript.

Funding
This paper did not receive any funding from any funding agency.
Competing interests

The author declares that he has no known competing financial interests or personal relationships that could have
appeared to influence the work reported in this paper.

Informed consent

Obtained.

Ethics approval

The Publication Ethics Committee of the Redfame Publishing.

The journal’s policies adhere to the Core Practices established by the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE).
Provenance and peer review

Not commissioned; externally double-blind peer reviewed.

79



Studies in Media and Communication Vol. 13, No. 1; 2025

Data availability statement

The data that support the findings of this study are available on request from the corresponding author. The data are not
publicly available due to privacy or ethical restrictions.

Data sharing statement
No additional data are available.
Open access

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Copyrights
Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the journal.
References

Bacon, J., & Ortiz, J. L. (2024, April 29). Demonstrators breach barriers and clash at UCLA as campus protests multiply:
Updates. USA Today.
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/04/28/gaza-war-campus-protests-arrests/73491973007/

Bacon, J., Cuevas, E., & Ortiz, J. L. (2024, April 25). Columbia says encampments will scale down; scores of protesters
arrested at USC: Updates. US4 Today.
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/04/24/columbia-college-israel-protests-live-updates/734360620
07/

Barber, R. (2024, April 18). Harvard, Stanford, and MIT get an 'F' from ADL on antisemitism report card. USA Today.
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2024/04/11/adl-antisemitism-report-card-gives-top-schools-failing-g
rades/73294604007/

Boyle, M. P., McLeod, D. M., & Armstrong, C. L. (2012). Adherence to the protest paradigm: The influence of protest
goals and tactics on news coverage in U.S. and international newspapers. The International Journal of
Press/Politics, 17(2), 127-144. https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161211433837

Brasted, M. (2010). Framing protest: The Chicago Tribune and the New York Times during the 1968 Democratic
Convention. Atlantic Journal of Communication, 13(1), 1-25. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15456889ajc1301 1

Brown, D. K. (2024). Media coverage of campus protests tends to focus on the spectacle, rather than the substance. The
Conversation. Retrieved on May 9, 2024.
https://theconversation.com/media-coverage-of-campus-protests-tends-to-focus-on-the-spectacle-rather-than-the-su
bstance-229172

Cohen, B. C. (1963). The press and foreign policy. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Entman, R. M. (1991). Framing U.S. coverage of international news: Contrasts in narratives of the KAL and Iran Air
incidents. Journal of Communication, 41(4), 6-27. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1991.tb02328.x

Entman, R. M. (1993). Framing: Towards clarification of a fractured paradigm. Journal of Communication, 43(4), 51-58.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1993.tb01304.x

Entman, R. M. (2004). Projection of power: framing news, public opinion, and U.S. foreign policy. Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press. https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226210735.001.0001

Entman, R. M. (2007). Framing bias: Media in the distribution of power. Journal of Communication, 57(1), 163-173.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2006.00336.x

Entman, R. M. (2010). Media framing biases and political power: Explaining slant in news of campaign 2008.
Journalism, 11(4), 389-408. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884910367587

Gambino, L. (2023, December 8). U.S. university presidents face firestorm over 'evasive' answers on antisemitism. 7e
Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/dec/07/university-presidents-antisemitism-congress-testimony

Ghanem, S. (1997). Filling the tapestry: The second level of agenda setting. In M. McCombs, D. Shaw & D. Weaver
(ed.), Communication and democracy: Exploring the intellectual frontiers in agenda-setting theory (pp. 3-14).
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Gitlin, T. (1980). The whole world is watching: Mass media in the making & unmaking of the new left. California:
University of California Press.

80


https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2024/04/11/adl-antisemitism-report-card-gives-top-schools-failing-grades/73294604007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2024/04/11/adl-antisemitism-report-card-gives-top-schools-failing-grades/73294604007/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161211433837
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15456889ajc1301_1
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/dec/07/university-presidents-antisemitism-congress-testimony

Studies in Media and Communication Vol. 13, No. 1; 2025

Goffman, E. (1967). Interaction ritual: Essays on face-to-face behavior. NY: Pantheon Books.
Goffman, E. (1981). Forms of talk. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Goftman, E. (1986). Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. Boston: Northeastern University
Press.

Guardian Staff. (2024, April 20a). USC cancels Jon M Chu keynote speech in wake of valedictorian controversy. The
Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/19/us-cancels-keynote-speech-valedictorian

Huppke R. (2024, April 19). Tom Cotton, Kari Lake show how much Trump, Republicans have normalized violent
rhetoric. USA Today.
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/columnist/2024/04/19/tom-cotton-kari-lake-republicans-violent-rhetoric-t
rump/73358859007/

Ibrahim, J. (2011). The new toll on higher education and the U.K. student revolts of 2010-2011. Social Movement
Studies, 10(4), 415-421. https://doi.org/10.1080/14742837.2011.614110

Ibrahim, J. (2013). The moral economy of the U.K. student protest movement 2010-2011. Contemporary Social Science,
9(1), 79-91. https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2013.851408

Iyengar, S. (1990). Framing responsibility for political issues: The case of poverty. Political Behavior, 12(1), 19-40.
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00992330

Iyengar, S. (1996). Framing responsibility for political issues. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and
Social Science, 546(1), 59-70. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716296546001006

Jimenez K. (2024, May 15). U.S. has a long history of college protests: Here's what happened in the past. US4 Today.
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/education/2024/04/28/us-has-long-history-of-college-protests-what-happene
d-in-the-past/73431111007/

Khouri, R. G. (2024). Watching the watchdogs: How U.S. media weaponised campus protests coverage. Aljazeera
Online. Retrieved on May 6, 2024.
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2024/5/6/watching-the-watchdogs-how-us-media-messed-up-campus-protests-
coverage

Kochi S. (2024, April 17). GOP Sen. Cotton criticized for comments on dealing with Gaza protesters disrupting traffic.
USA Today.
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2024/04/16/tom-cotton-gaza-israel-protesters/73342700007/

Lippmann, W. (1960). Public opinion. NY: The Macmillan Company.

McCombs, M. E., & Shaw, D. L. (1972). The agenda-setting function of mass media. The Public Opinion Quarterly,
36(2), 176-187. https://doi.org/10.1086/267990

McCombs, M. E., & Valenzuela, S. (2007). The agenda-setting theory. Cuadernos De Informacion, 20(1), 44-50.
https://doi.org/10.7764/cdi.20.111

McLeod, D. M. (2007). News coverage and social protest: How the media’s protect paradigm exacerbates social
conflict. The Journal of Dispute Resolution, 2007(1), 185-194.

McLeod, D. M., & Hertog, J. K. (1992). The manufacture of ‘public opinion’ by reporters: Informal cues for public
perceptions of protest groups. Discourse & Society, 3(3), 259-275. https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926592003003001

Perkins T. (2024, May 16). Anti-Defamation League ramps up lobbying to promote controversial definition of
antisemitism. The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/article/2024/may/15/adl-lobby-antisemitism-definition

Rhoads, R. A. (2016). Student activism, diversity, and the struggle for a just society. Journal of Diversity in Higher
Education, 9(3), 189-202. https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000039

Robins-Early N. (2024, April 26). USC cancels main commencement ceremony amid Gaza protests. The Guardian.

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/25/usc-cancels-commencement-gaza-protests

Saul, S., & Hartocollis, A. (2023, December 6). The leaders of Harvard, M.I.T., and Penn appeared to evade questions
about whether students should be disciplined if they call for the genocide of Jews. The New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/06/us/harvard-mit-penn-presidents-antisemitism.html

Solomon A., Hirsch M., Haley S., & Benedict H. (2024, April 18). Anti-woke Republicans attacked Columbia
University. It capitulated. The Guardian.

81


https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/19/us-cancels-keynote-speech-valedictorian
https://doi.org/10.1080/14742837.2011.614110
https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2013.851408
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/education/2024/04/28/us-has-long-history-of-college-protests-what-happened-in-the-past/73431111007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/education/2024/04/28/us-has-long-history-of-college-protests-what-happened-in-the-past/73431111007/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926592003003001
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/25/usc-cancels-commencement-gaza-protests
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/06/us/harvard-mit-penn-presidents-antisemitism.html

Studies in Media and Communication Vol. 13, No. 1; 2025

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2024/apr/18/columbia-university-congress-antisemitism-republicans-
gaza

Stacks, D. W., Li, Z. C., & Spaulding, C. (2015). Media Effects, in Wright, James D. International Encyclopedia of the
Social & Behavioral Sciences (Second Edition), Orlando: Elsevier, 29-34.
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-8.95045-1

Tait, R. (2024, April 30a). Columbia campus protests: What is happening with the standoffs? The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/30/columbia-university-campus-protests

Tait, R. (2024, April 30b). Columbia begins suspending pro-Palestine protesters after ultimatum ignored. The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/29/columbia-pro-palestine-protest-ultimatum-suspension

Tait, R., & Yang, M. (2024, April 17a). Columbia president assailed at highly charged antisemitism Congress hearing.
The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/education/2024/apr/17/columbia-university-president-testimony

Tankard, J. W., Hendrickson, L. J., Silberman, J. J., Bliss, K., & Ghanem, S. (1991). Media frames: Approaches to
conceptualisation and measurement. Paper presented to the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass
Communication, Boston, MA.

Taylor, D. (2024, April 28). Antisemitism is rampant. Campus protests aren't helping things. USA Today.
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/04/28/antisemitism-rampant-campus-protests-the-excerpt-jewis
h-anti-defamation-league/73480497007/

Vargas, R. A., & Clayton, A. (2024, April 17 b). Backlash as USC cancels valedictorian's speech over support for
Palestine. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/16/usc-valedictorian-speech-palestine

Vliegenthart, R., & Walgrave, S. (2012). The interdependency of mass media and social movements. In The SAGE
Handbook of Political Communication (pp. 387-398). SAGE Publications Ltd.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446201015

Yang, M. (2024, April 20b). Professors condemn Columbia's crackdown on pro-Palestine students. The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/apr/20/columbia-barnard-student-protesters

82


https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/30/columbia-university-campus-protests
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/29/columbia-pro-palestine-protest-ultimatum-suspension
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2024/apr/17/columbia-university-president-testimony
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/04/28/antisemitism-rampant-campus-protests-the-excerpt-jewish-anti-defamation-league/73480497007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/04/28/antisemitism-rampant-campus-protests-the-excerpt-jewish-anti-defamation-league/73480497007/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/16/usc-valedictorian-speech-palestine
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/apr/20/columbia-barnard-student-protesters

