
 
 

THE MURDER OF MOLLIE TIBBETTS 
 
 

STEP 1: CONSIDER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS BEFORE READING  
 

1. How does editorial bias influence American politics and popular thought?  
 

2. When was the last time you noticed editorial bias as you read, watched, or listened to 
news coverage? 

 
 

STEP 2: READ THE TWO REPORTS AND SUMMARIES 

On August 22, 2018, a number of US News organizations wrote about the alleged murder of 20-

year-old Mollie Tibbetts by 24-year-old Christian Rivera. Fox News and The New York Times 

covered it on the same day as follows:  

Fox News: http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2018/08/22/arrest-illegal-immigrant-in-mollie-

tibbetts-murder-fuels-gop-calls-to-strengthen-laws.html 

New York Times: https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/22/us/mollie-tibbetts-cristhian-

rivera.html 

 

Fox News ran the story on their website under the “Illegal Immigrants” section. The title of 

their article, “Arrest of illegal immigrant in Mollie Tibbetts murder fuels GOP calls to strengthen 

laws,” includes the term “illegal immigrant” again. In the Fox News article, an immediate 

parallel is drawn to the murder of Kate Steinle in 2015. Her alleged murderer, José Inés Garcia 

Zarate, who was found not guilty, is also called an illegal immigrant. The article focuses on 

border control, eliminating sanctuary cities, and criticizing calls from the left to “abolish ICE.” 

Additionally, it mentions “Angel Families”—“families who had loved ones killed by illegal 

immigrants.” 
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The New York Times ran the story on their website under the “US” section. Throughout their 

story, they refer to Rivera as an “undocumented immigrant.” It mentions the owner of a local 

hardware store who states “the town views its Hispanic residents not as outsiders, but as 

members of the community.” It calls immigration “a divisive issue in Iowa.” The paper quotes 

several “advocates for immigrants” and asserts that “statistics show that native-born Americans 

commit crimes at higher rates than immigrants.” When mentioning Pres. Trump’s rhetoric, the 

paper states he “has riled up crowds by disparaging immigrants and stoking fear.”  

 

STEP 3: ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS AFTER READING 

1. Why do these two publications use different terms to refer to Mr. Rivera? How are 
“illegal immigrant” and “undocumented immigrant” different? In your opinion, which 
communities use each of these terms? Why?  
 

2. Pres. Trump and other GOP leaders are quoted extensively in both publications. How 
does the context of their quotes affect the tone in which they are presented? How does 
the opinion of each paper’s editorial board shine through in the way these quotes are 
used?  
 

3. Of these two stories, which aligns most closely with your views? Do you find it more 
difficult to detect editorial bias when you agree with the implied views of the 
editors? Why or why not? How might this inform how you read differing views of the 
same event in the future? 

 


